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Fore word
A se ries of ed i to rial ar ti cles writ ten by Herman Dooyeweerd  (in the
weekly pa per, Nieuw Ne der land) dur ing the first three years af ter the
Sec ond World War was com piled by J.A. Oosterhof and pub lish ed in
book form by J.B. van den Brink & Co. in Zutphen, 1959, un der the ti -
tle, Vernieu wing en Bezinning om het reformatorisch grondmotief (Re -
newal and Re flec tion upon the Reformational Ground-Mo tive). A sec -
ond edi tion ap peared in 1963 – with the ad di tion of two para graphs –
one on Groen van Prinsterer, the pol i ti cian who es tab lished the Anti-
 rev o lu tion ary Party and who first em ployed the ex pres sion “sphere sov -
er eignty” sub se quently elab o rated by Kuyper and Dooyeweerd, and an -
other para graph on the over es ti ma tion of the con cept of a “nat u ral com -
mu nity” in so cio log i cal uni ver sal ism.

In 1979 the first Eng lish trans la tion of this work ap peared un der the ti -
tle, Roots of West ern Cul ture: Pa gan, Sec u lar, and Chris tian Op tions.
The work did not in clude the ex ten sive last part of Vernieuwing en
Bezinning om het reformatorisch grondmotief where Dooyeweerd dis -
cusses the na ture of busi ness or ga ni za tions within mod ern so ci ety.

As the 1979 edi tion has been out of print for some time now, the
Dooyeweerd Cen tre de cided to in cor po rate it in the Col lected Works of
Herman Dooyeweerd in its pres ent form. The en tire trans la tion has been
sub jected to a thor ough new check against the orig i nal Dutch text by the
Gen eral Ed i tor. In its pres ent form the trans lated text strictly fol lows the
or der in which the text ap peared in the Dutch edi tion. Be cause the work is
based upon a se ries of ar ti cles, Dooyeweerd con stantly re sumed his ex pla -
na tions with a brief sum mary of pre ced ing sec tions, in some in stances
caus ing mi nor, par tially over lap ping, rep e ti tions in the text. In ad di tion to
mi nor al ter ations a num ber of larger sec tions – some times one or more
para graphs – had to be trans lated for the first time. The page num bers of
the 1979 edi tion have been in serted in the run ning text and can be found
be tween square brack ets. At a later stage a new edi tion will in clude the
last part of the Dutch text on the na ture of busi ness or ga ni za tions.

Dooyeweerd’s own pref ace (writ ten in 1958 but not taken up as such in
the 1979 edi tion) has been in cluded at the be gin ning of this edi tion.  Fur -
ther more, the trans la tor’s pref ace and the ed i to rial pref ace from the 1979
edi tion are to be found at the back of the vol ume, af ter chap ter eight.

D.F.M. Strauss
Gen eral Editor1

xi

                                    

1 Gen eral Ed i tor's note: This Vol ume con tains three dif fer ent kinds of foot notes:
(i) those in serted by the General Ed i tor, (ii) the notes pres ent in the orig i nal Dutch text, 
and (iii)  the notes added by Kraay, Vander Vennen and Zylstra to the 1979 Edi tion.





Au thor’s Pref ace
(1959 edi tion)

Shortly be fore my de par ture for North Amer ica where I was asked to
de liver a se ries of lec tures at a num ber of uni ver si ties and other in sti tu -
tions for higher learn ing, I was asked to give my ap proval for the pub li -
ca tion in book form of the fea ture ar ti cles that I wrote for and which ap -
peared in the weekly news pa per Nieuw Nederland some years ago.

I was de lighted with this re quest be cause it in di cated that there re mains
an in ter est, in broader cir cles, in the ideas I had de vel oped in these ar ti cles. 
But for many peo ple it proved to be dif fi cult to ob tain cop ies of the
back-issues in which they ap peared. Ac cord ingly, it is my hope that this
pub li ca tion in book form will meet the needs of those who have been
look ing for them.

I wish to ex press my sin cere ap pre ci a tion to Mr. J.A. Oosterhoff, who
dur ing my ab sence abroad un der took to as sem ble and adapt the rather ex -
ten sive ma te rial brought to gether in this book, a laborious task of which
he ac quit ted him self most con sci en tiously.

The ti tle Re newal and Re flec tion1 re minds us of the catch word “re -
newal,” which dur ing the first years af ter the lib er a tion and re-awak en ing
of our fa ther land could be heard ev ery where. It of ten drowned out any
plea for prior re flec tion on the foun da tions and the course that the quest
for re newal should take. The man ner in which the so-called break through
move ment sup posed it could fi nally dis pose of the “an tith e sis” in all its
sig nif i cance for tem po ral life, ur gently ne ces si tated a re newed re flec tion
on the mean ing and scope of the re li gious ground-mo tives that have con -
trolled our west ern cul ture in its his tor i cal de vel op ment.

Re flec tion on these mat ters con tin ues to be of vi tal im por tance to day.
This is so, be cause on the one hand the spir i tual cri sis in which this cul ture 
is en tan gled and the in flu ence of unbiblical dualistic ground-motives on
Chris tian thought can eas ily blur our aware ness of the cen tral, all-of-our-
 earthly-life-encompassing sig nif i cance of the an tith e sis posed by the bib -
li cal start ing point. On the other hand, this re flec tion also re mains im por -
tant in or der to learn to un der stand the dan ger of over es ti mat ing the value
of Chris tian forms of or ga ni za tion and of for mu lated Chris tian principles
that can turn into sin ful weap ons when the driv ing force of God's Word is
miss ing from them.

Herman Dooyeweerd
Am ster dam, 1959

xiii

                                     

1 Dutch: Vernieuwing en Bezinning.





chapter

Introduction

The Dutch Na tional Move ment

On May 12, 1945, the Dutch Na tional Movement [Nederlandse volks -
beweging] made an ap peal to the Dutch peo ple in a man i festo which de -
ci sively re jected the Chris tian an tith e sis1 as a principle of de mar ca tion
for po lit i cal party formation in the post war pe riod. It stated this con vic -
tion:

The Sec ond World War sig ni fies the close of an old era and the dawn of 
a new pe riod for all na tions. Eco nom i cally, so cially, po lit i cally, and
spir i tu ally the world has changed pro foundly and con fronts the in di vid -
ual and the com mu nity with new de mands.
  In or der to pro mote their own na tional com mu nity and to main tain a
wor thy place among the na tions, the peo ple of the Neth er lands need
above all a spir i tual re newal nour ished by the wellsprings of Chris tian ity 
and hu man ism, which have al ways been our sources of strength.
  Fun da men tal to this striv ing for re newal ought to be re spect and re -
spon si bil ity for hu man kind, which can un fold only in the ser vice of a
strong, just, and in spired com mu nity (personalistic so cial ism).
  Ev ery area of hu man life is bound by ab so lute norms, such as char ity,
jus tice, truth, and neigh borly love. Ac cord ing to the gos pel, these norms 
are rooted in the will of God. How ever, they are also grounded in con -
vic tions other than Chris tian. From this fol lows an un con di tional re jec -
tion of na tion, state, race, or class as the high est cor po rate good, and
like wise of all spir i tual co er cion as an in stru ment for the for ma tion of
com mu nity. [1]

The man i festo par tic u larly stressed this mat ter:
The great est pos si ble con sen sus among the var i ous re li gious and po lit i -
cal groups is nec es sary at this time, in or der to al le vi ate our des per ate
needs, to re pair what was laid waste, to stamp out all cor rup tion, to set
pro duc tion in motion again, and es pe cially to base governmental
authority upon new con fi dence. . . .
  Our na tional po lit i cal life must move along lines of di vi sion which are

1

                                     

1 Gen eral Ed i tor’s note: The op po si tion be tween be lief and un be lief.



dif fer ent from those of be fore 1940. Spe cifically, the Chris tian an tith e sis 
and the Marx ist class strug gle are no lon ger fruit ful prin ci ples for the so -
lu tion of to day’s so cial prob lems. . . .
  A time of open dis cus sion is ur gently needed, so that spir i tual re newal
will be come vis i ble also in the po lit i cal arena.

The ap peal was signed by rep re sen ta tives of the most di verse view -
points and be liefs. Their names alone guar an teed the sin cer ity and ear -
nest ness of this at tempt.

One can as sume that the man i festo gave ex pres sion to the as pi ra tions of
many in the coun try who wish to break down the old bar ri ers that kept our
na tion di vided, a wish stirred most pow er fully by the deep dis tress of a
peo ple un der en emy oc cu pa tion. These hopes and as pi ra tions re quired
for mu la tion. The ap peal of the Dutch Na tional Movement has in deed
given them a spe cific form. In stead of an an tith e sis be tween the Chris tian
and hu man is tic views of life, the ap peal rec om mended a synthesis. It
called for uni fi ca tion rather than ab so lute op po si tion, so that the Dutch na -
tional strength, which had been nour ished by the spir i tual tra di tions of
both Chris tian ity and hu man ism, might be drawn to gether again in na -
tional unity.

The man i festo in di cated that “personalistic so cial ism” should be the
way to ward spir i tual re newal of our na tion. The old an tith e sis, it ar gued,
must be bridged by the prin ci ple that hu man sol i dar ity and re spon si bil ity
de velop only in the ser vice of a strong, just, and in spired com mu nity. Ac -
cord ing to the ap peal, Chris tians and hu man ists alike can find them selves
in agree ment on this com mon ba sis. The as sump tion was that nei ther the
Chris tian an tith e sis nor the old Marx ist-so cialist dogma of class strug gle
can serve any lon ger as a fruit ful foun da tion for the so lu tion of to day’s so -
cial is sues.

Any one who would claim the con trary for the Chris tian an tith e sis
would there fore have to prove that the Chris tian re li gion does in deed draw 
a per ma nent di vid ing line of es sen tial sig nif i cance not only for one’s per -
sonal faith but for one’s whole view of so ci ety. Spe cifically, one would
have to dem on strate the mean ing of this spir i tual an tith e sis for the so lu -
tion of the acute post war prob lems.

Deal ing with this bur den of proof will not be an easy task for those who
con tinue [2] to take their stand on the ba sis of the an tith e sis. As one op -
tion, they might be tempted to duck the is sue by putt ing the onus of proof
on the Dutch Na tional Movement. They might ask the lat ter to ex plain
how spe cif i cally its newly enun ci ated prin ci ple will, in fact, pro vide a
fruit ful foun da tion for the so lu tion of con tem po rary so cial prob lems and
thus al low the old po lar ity be tween Chris tian ity and hu man ism to be made 
ir rel e vant.

How ever, evad ing the is sue in this way would not be a very con vinc ing
ap proach. Af ter all, one can not re ally take cover be hind the weak po si tion
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of one's op po nent when sooner or later one will be ex pected to dem on -
strate the value of one's own prin ci ple in the prac tice of daily life.

There is, rather, an other op tion. It in volves mak ing the case that since
the days of Groen van Prinseterer [1801-1876] and Abraham Kuyper
[1837-1920] the prin ci ple of the Chris tian an tith e sis has been a vi tal driv -
ing force. One must make clear to both al lies and op po nents that Chris -
tians have not sim ply re lied on the authority these lead ers ex er cised, but
have worked pro duc tively with their spir i tual her i tage. For if the spirit that 
moved Groen van Prinsterer and Kuyper is no lon ger alive among their
pres ent fol low ers, then a the o ret i cal ap peal to the prin ci ples they con -
fessed is of no avail. Then we are con fronted with a spir it less con tin u a tion
of tra di tion which fear fully guards against the bud ding of new shoots on
the trunk of the past. Per haps the slo gans and terms re main the same, but
those who voice them are no lon ger in spired. Their view no lon ger ex udes
the spar kle of de vout in spi ra tion. The con vinc ing ef fect of the old slo gans
dis ap pear, be cause for those who ex press them they are no lon ger a spir i -
tual re al ity, and be cause those who are ad dressed by them can not fail to
de tect that the slo gans no lon ger em body any spir i tual re al ity for their ad -
vo cates.

For surely, the Chris tian prin ci ple is not the per ma nent pos ses sion of a
se lect few who can ma nip u late it as if it were a col lec tion of magical for -
mu las! On the con trary, it is a dy namic, spir i tual force that can not be
halted. Those who con fine it within the fixed bound aries of tra di tion are
ir re vo ca bly left be hind. Those who claim to be led by the Chris tian prin ci -
ple are placed di rectly be fore the face of God who knows our hearts and
con sumes ev ery in sin cer ity in the fire of his an ger. To day the Chris tian
prin ci ple fills us above all with a deep con cern for the spir i tual and phys i -
cal dis tress of our na tion and of the en tire world which passed through the
fire of God’s judg ment.

What then are we to say? Amidst the ru ins of our na tion’s ex is tence and
the rub ble of west ern civ i li za tion it is hardly fit ting for us to beat the
drums. Surely, this is not the time for the pro po nents of the an tith e sis to
sound the bat tle cry. The an tith e sis can only be con fessed, as al ways, in
rec og ni tion of the com plete sol i dar ity of Chris tian and non-Christian alike 
in the sin and guilt of hu man kind, the same sin and guilt which re cently
led the world to the brink of de struc tion.

The an tith e sis runs right through Chris tian life it self. Al though ev ery -
where, whether in the per sonal life of the individual, in the life of the
Chris tian fam ily, in Chris tian or ga ni za tions and po lit i cal groups, or even
in the Chris tian church, there have been grat i fy ing signs of gen u ine vi tal -
ity, there have at the same time been alarm ing symp toms of apostasy, dis -
cord and schism. These lat ter symp toms are man i fes ta tions of the tur bu -
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lent spirit of dark ness which wages war against the spirit of Christ in the
most rep re hen si ble ways.

The an tith e sis is there fore not a di vid ing line be tween Chris tian and
non-Christian groups. It is the un re lent ing bat tle be tween two spir i tual
prin ci ples that im pacts the en tire na tion and in deed all of hu man kind. It
does not re spect any per ceived sanc tu ar ies of Chris tian life styles and pat -
terns.

If the Chris tian idea of the an tith e sis were to seek its root in and take its
nur ture from the hu man per son, then it would be a clear in ven tion of
Satan, the source of all hy poc risy and phar i saic pride. But if the im pact of
the an tith e sis con tin ues to make it self felt as the bat tle be tween the [3]
spirit of God and the spirit of dark ness, then we must each day hum bly
give thanks to God for his grace in prov ing his con tin u ing com mit ment to
the world, and con fess that we our selves as Chris tians can not take any
credit for hav ing brought it about.

How wide is the scope of the an tith e sis? Is it lim ited to the se cret com -
part ments of the hu man heart, or does it also draw a principial1 de mar ca -
tion line in tem po ral life? Is it lim ited to the per sonal life of each
individual or does it also pen e trate tem po ral so ci ety in sci ence, cul ture,
pol i tics, and eco nomics? And if the lat ter is true, is the an tith e sis then lim -
ited to a few “spe cif i cally Chris tian ar eas,” or is its sig nif i cance fun da -
men tal and uni ver sal?

In other words, shall we agree with the Dutch Na tional Movement that
the Chris tian an tith e sis is no lon ger a fruit ful prin ci ple, at least for the so -
lu tion of con tem po rary so ci etal prob lems? Shall we agree that its sig nif i -
cance for po lit i cal and so cial life has been tran sient and his tor i cal? This is
the cru cial ques tion.

It is con cern ing this de ci sive is sue that we will ini ti ate an open dis cus -
sion with the Dutch Na tional Movement in a se ries of ar ti cles, hope fully
for the ben e fit of the en tire Dutch na tion. Taught by ex pe ri ence, we have
de cided to pur sue a path dif fer ent from the ones gen er ally fol lowed in a
di a logue of this kind. We hope that the Dutch Na tional Movement will
fol low us on this path for the sake of the dis cus sion, for we be lieve that it
does not per mit ei ther side to evade im por tant is sues. Since more than
ever be fore this is sue is of fun da men tal im por tance for our spir i tual de vel -
op ment of the na tion, more than ever be fore, the Dutch peo ple have the
right to ex pect clear and ex plicit an swers from those who claim to be able
to give spir i tual guid ance. [4]
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Gen u ine and Su per fi cial Di a logue

The an tith e sis was not in vented by Groen van Prinsterer and Abraham
Kuyper. Any one who lives the Chris tian re li gion and truly knows the
Scrip tures is aware of that. Still, even among those who con fess Je sus
Christ as the only Re deemer there is no una nim ity about the scope of
this an tith e sis for tem po ral life. Even worse, it ap pears that in the dis -
cus sion about this fun da men tally im por tant prob lem, no method has yet
been found to un cover the true un der ly ing na ture of this dif fer ence of
opin ion. The re sult of this is that the dis cus sion, in spite of all the good
in ten tions of those who par tic i pate in it, con tin ues to dis play the char ac -
ter of a so lil o quy, a mono logue of ev ery par tic i pant on its own, since it
does not re ally come to a true di a logue, a gen u ine dis cus sion where
those who par tic i pate in deed con trib ute to the mu tual aim of ac quir ing a 
principled clar i fi ca tion of what is un der stood.

Gen u inely fruit ful com mu ni ca tion is pos si ble only when both points of
view are de vel oped jointly and when both sides try to pen e trate to the root
of their dif fer ences. Then the dis cus sion will ex hibit the char ac ter of a di a -
logue in which individual peo ple truly co op er ate to achieve a mu tual clar i -
fi ca tion of the principles at stake. Only then can the reader be gin to re flect
on the fun da men tal ques tion as to which side to join.

It is pos si ble that one can re act to such a method by rais ing the well-
 known ob jec tion which co mes from the pe riod be fore the Sec ond World
War: is this type of dis cus sion not far too dif fi cult for the av er age reader?
Is it not more ap pro pri ate for a sci en tific dis cus sion than for a pop u lar ex -
po si tion meant for ev ery one?

Who ever ar gues in this way is still the vic tim of a fa tal mis un der stand -
ing that con sti tuted one of the great est ob sta cles to real con tact among the
var i ous spir i tual cur rents in our na tion be fore the war.

Surely, then, the first ques tion is this: what should we ex pect from a dis -
cus sion about the mean ing of the an tith e sis? Should we merely ex pect that 
two opin ions are put for ward and that each par tic i pant is given the op por -
tu nity to ad vance a num ber of ar gu ments in fa vor of that par tic i pant’s
point of view? Should we leave the reader with the im pres sion that ap par -
ently some thing can be said for ei ther stand point? It seems to me that in
this way lit tle if any thing is gained. This kind of de bate re mains su per fi -
cial. The ar gu ments from both sides only give the ap pear ance of meet ing
on com mon ground, be cause the deeper start ing points, that de ter mine the
ar gu ment, re main hid den. As long as these start ing points them selves are
not placed in sharp and clear light in their op po si tion to each other, real
con tact is sim ply out of the ques tion. It is even con ceiv able that those who
de fend their views are not aware of their own deeper points of de par ture.
In that case cer tainly the whole dis cus sion never moves to ward di a logue,
and the lis tener is left in the dark as to the ba sic principles at stake.
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In the sec ond place it is quite wrong to think that the quest for the deep -
est source of our dif fer ences about the an tith e sis is fit ting only in a sci en -
tific in quiry. The deep est source of our view on life’s fun da men tal is sues
does not lie in sci en tific the ory, but in the re li gious direction of our lives.
This is a mat ter [5] which con cerns ev ery hu man be ing and which cer -
tainly can not be del e gated ex clu sively to the the o ret i cal sphere of schol ar -
ship.

It may be true that a seg ment of the read ing pub lic pre fers not to con cern 
it self with the deep est mo tives in life and seeks dis cus sion for the sake of
en ter tain ment in stead of in sight. But this at ti tude is hardly a cri te rion for
dis tin guish ing read ers with sci en tific train ing from those who have lit tle
or none. It is a fact that among sci en tists, too, there are those who would
rather es cape from them selves and find some kind of “di ver sion.” In deed,
ex pe ri ence tells me that many in ac a demic cir cles be long to this class. Un -
for tu nately, many view the realm of sci ence as a ha ven where they think
they can es cape from them selves by means of the “di ver sion” of the o ret i -
cal in quiry which in their opin ion is quite un re lated to the deep est root of
their life. And pre cisely the op po site sit u a tion is of ten found among those
who are not sci en tif i cally schooled; they fre quently put the shal low ness of 
the ed u cated to shame.

What ever the case may be, “spir i tual re newal” has be come a slo gan for
the post war pe riod. We will readily adopt it. If we are to take it se ri ously,
how ever, we must not be con tent with su per fi ci al ity, but must look for re -
newal in depth. If the post war “di a logue” is to con trib ute to the spir i tual
re newal of our na tion, it must pen e trate to that depth di men sion of hu man
life where one can no lon ger es cape from one self. It is pre cisely at that
level that we must come to the un mask ing of the var i ous views re gard ing
the sig nif i cance and scope of the an tith e sis. Only when peo ple have noth -
ing to hide from them selves and from their coun ter parts in the dis cus sion,
will the way be opened for a di a logue that seeks to in vite rather than re pel.

Any one who se ri ously de sires to start out along this path will not
quickly dis miss my dis cus sion un der the pre text that it is too “heavy” to
di gest for the or di nary reader. If se ri ous in ves ti ga tion is the only way that
ul ti mately prom ises re sults, then no ef fort nec es sary for a truly mu tual un -
der stand ing of the var i ous stand points should be con sid ered too great.
This road is in deed ac ces si ble to ev ery se ri ous reader and not merely to a
se lect com pany of “in tel lec tu als.” It is the way of self-exa mination and not 
the way of ab stract the o ret i cal in quiry.[6]

Roots of Western Culture

6



Chapter 1

Roots of Western Culture

The Re li gious An tith e sis

Taken by it self, the word an tith e sis means no more than “op po si tion.”
At an early stage it was given a spe cial mean ing in phi los o phy, par tic u -
larly in the so-called di a lec ti cal way of think ing. This must be con sid -
ered at the out set, in or der to pre vent a pos si ble mis un der stand ing with
re spect to a dis cus sion of the place of the an tith e sis.

The The o ret i cal An tith e sis
There are some who hold that di a lec ti cal thought does away with ev ery
ab so lute an tith e sis. Ac cord ing to them, the di a lec ti cal method bridges
and relativizes what ever is con tra dic tory, in clud ing Chris tian ity and hu -
man ism. I do not mean to say that this idea is prev a lent in the Dutch Na -
tional Movement, but it un doubt edly claims ad her ents in cer tain in tel -
lec tual cir cles, es pe cially those ori ented to ward Hegel.

The di a lec ti cal way of thought, which orig i nated in Greek an tiq uity, is
not con tent with sim ple, log i cally de ter mined op po sites, such as motion
and rest. It at tempts to rec on cile them in a higher unity. This unity is then
un der stood as the synthesis or con nec tion be tween a the sis and an an tith e -
sis. The great Greek thinker Plato, for ex am ple, found the higher synthesis 
of motion and rest in the idea of “be ing,” ar gu ing that both, with equal
right, “are.” And it is of course true that in con crete, time-bound re al ity,
motion and rest con tin u ally ap pear to gether. [7]

Taken in this merely the o ret i cal sense, “an tith e sis” means no more than
set ting apart log i cally what in re al ity be longs to gether. In or der to ob tain a 
con cept of motion, it must log i cally be dis tin guished from rest. Yet this
log i cal dis tinc tion can not not lead to an ac tual sep a ra tion. The key to this
an tith e sis is that it must ac knowl edge a higher synthesis.

Let me ex plain fur ther. The con sis tent re flec tion of the di a lec ti cal
method dem on strates that mu tu ally op posed con cepts stand to gether in a
mu tual re la tion. In this re la tion they are each other’s cor re lates; that is, in
it one con cept can not ex ist with out the other. With out the thought of
some thing at rest, it is im pos si ble to de ter mine motion, and vice versa.
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The prem ise here is that the op po sites which the method re solves in a
higher unity are in deed relative and not ab so lute. The method must pro -
ceed un der that as sump tion. As such it is merely the o ret i cal in char ac ter.
Cer tainly the di a lec ti cal way of thought is le git i mate if, in us ing the tools
of log i cal con trast, it searches for the higher synthesis of rel a tive op po -
sites. When used cor rectly, the method il lus trates that noth ing in tem po ral
life is ab so lute.

The Religious Antithesis
But the case is quite dif fer ent with the an tith e sis that has been es tab -
lished in the world through the Chris tian faith. This an tith e sis per tains
to the re la tion be tween the crea ture and its Cre ator, and thus touches the 
re li gious root of all tem po ral life.

The re li gious an tith e sis does not al low a higher synthesis. It does not,
for ex am ple, per mit Chris tian and non-Christian start ing points to be theo -
retically syn the sized. Where can one find in the ory a higher point that might
embrace two re li gious, an ti thet i cally op posed stances, when pre cisely be -
cause these stances are re li gious, they rise above the sphere of the rel a tive?
Can one find such a point in phi los o phy? Phi los o phy is theore tical, and in its
con sti tu tion it re mains bound to the rel a tiv ity of all hu man thought. As
such, phi los o phy it self needs an ab so lute start ing point. It de rives this ex -
clu sively from re li gion. Re li gion grants sta bil ity and an chor age even to the o -
ret i cal thought. Those who think they find an abso lute start ing point in the o -
ret i cal thought it self come to this be lief through an es sen tially re li gious drive.
Be cause of a lack of true self- know ledge, how ever, they re main obliv i ous
to their own re li gious mo ti va tion.

The ab so lute has a right to ex ist only in re li gion. Ac cord ingly, a truly
re li gious start ing point ei ther claims ab so lute ness or abol ishes it self. It is
never merely the o ret i cal, for the ory is al ways rel a tive. The re li gious start -
ing point pen e trates be hind the ory to the sure, ab so lute ground of all tem -
po ral, and there fore rel a tive, ex is tence. Like wise, the re li gious an tith e sis
it poses is ab so lute.

To ar rive at the true and all-encompassing mean ing of this an tith e sis
and, at [8] the same time, to pen e trate to the real source of the dif fer ences
of opin ion about the breadth of its reach, it is nec es sary to take a close look 
at the re li gious ground-motives [religieuse grondmotieven] of west ern civ -
i li za tion. These ground-motives have been the deep est driv ing forces be -
hind the en tire cul tural and spir i tual de vel op ment of the West.

In ev ery re li gion one can point to a ground-motive hav ing such a force.
It is a force that acts as a spir i tual main spring in hu man so ci ety. It is an ab -
so lutely cen tral driv ing force be cause, from the re li gious cen ter of life, it
gov erns tem po ral ex pres sions and points to wards the real or sup posed or i -
gin of all ex is tence. In the pro found est pos si ble sense it de ter mines a so -
ciety's en tire life- and worldview. It puts its in del i ble stamp on the cul ture, 
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sci ence and the so cial struc ture of a given pe riod. This ap plies so long as a
lead ing cul tural power can in fact be iden ti fied as giv ing clear di rec tion to
the his tor i cal de vel op ment of so ci ety. If such ceases to be the case, then a
real cri sis emerges at the foun da tions of that so ci ety's cul ture. Such a cri sis 
is al ways ac com pa nied by spir i tual uprootedness.

The re li gious ground-motive of a cul ture can never be as cer tained from
the ideas and the per sonal faith of the individual. It is truly a com mu nal
mo tive that gov erns the individual even when one is not con sciously
aware of it or ac knowl edges it. How ever, such lack of aware ness or ac -
knowl edge ment should not give any one the mis guided idea that this might 
be an ap pro pri ate sub ject for a sci en tific (so-called socio-psychological)
anal y sis and ex pla na tion. Sci en tific anal y sis only deals with the tem po ral
"branches," or ram i fi ca tions of com mu nal life. It never man ages to pen e -
trate to its spir i tual root or its re li gious life- centre. It con cen trates on the
dis tinc tive con tem po rary ex pres sions of that so ci ety as these are re vealed
at the time in feel ings, ways of think ing, ar tis tic en deav ors, moral stan -
dards, le gal struc tures and em a na tions of re li gious be liefs. In deed, sci ence 
it self, in its own start ing point, is ruled by a re li gious ground-motive.
There fore, sci ence can never be neu tral with re spect to the re li gious
ground-motive out of which it operates.

Di rectly at work in the re li gious ground-motive is ei ther the spirit of
God or one that de nies and op poses him. Each ground-motive is a spir i tual 
force in whose ser vice peo ple place them selves and in which they are par -
tic i pants. It is a com mu nity found ing spir i tual force that is not con trolled
by peo ple. Rather, it con trols them. For it is spe cif i cally re li gion that re -
veals to us our pro found de pend ency on a higher power to whom or to
which we look to find sta bil ity and to learn the or i gin of our ex is tence. We
never en coun ter this higher power as mas ters but only as ser vants. These
mo tives ac quired their cen tral in flu ence upon the his tor i cal de vel op ment
of hu man kind via cer tain cul tural pow ers, which, over the cen tu ries, suc -
ces sively gained lead er ship in the his tor i cal pro cess. 

The Religious Ground-Motives of Western Culture
The de vel op ment of west ern cul ture has been con trolled by sev eral re li -
gious ground-motives. The most im por tant of these pow ers have been
the spirit of an cient civ i li za tion (Greece and Rome), Chris ten dom, and
mod ern hu man ism. Once each had made its en trance into his tory, it con -
tin ued in [9] ten sion with the oth ers. This ten sion was never re solved by 
a kind of “bal ance of powers,” be cause cul tural de vel op ment, if it is to
be sus tained, al ways re quires a lead ing power.

In clas si cal Greek civ i li za tion the lead ing power was the polis, the Greek
city-state. It was the car rier of the new cul ture re li gion of the Olympian
gods. In clas si cal Ro man times it was the res pub lica, the Ro man com mon -
wealth, and later the em peror as the fig ure who per son i fied the re li gious
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idea of im pe rium. The idea of the sa crum im pe rium (the holy em pire) re -
mained in the Byzantine pe riod, hav ing ac com mo dated it self ex ter nally to
Chris tian ity. The tra di tion of the “Holy Ro man Empire” con tin ued in the
Chris tian rule of Char le magne and his suc ces sors. By that time the Ger -
manic peo ples had ac cepted the her i tage of an cient civ i li za tion and had
adopted the Chris tian re li gion. It should be noted that the ad ap ta tion of
Chris tian ity to the Ro man idea of im pe rium at the end of the third cen tury
sig ni fied a cri sis in the foun da tions of an cient cul ture.

Dur ing the Mid dle Ages the Ro man Cath o lic Church man aged to se cure 
the role of lead er ship. It es tab lished a uni fied cul ture, plac ing all the
spheres of life un der the do min ion of the church.

But in the fif teenth cen tury, af ter the church’s grip on life had weak ened 
dur ing the spir i tual de cay of the late Mid dle Ages, the rise of the mod ern
Re nais sance move ment ush ered in the church’s down fall and the next
great cul tural cri sis. When the con tent of the re li gious ground- motive of
the Re nais sance was trans formed by the emer gence of hu man ism, the
clas si cal com po nent of west ern cul ture be gan to tear it self loose from the
guid ance of the church. Pro ceed ing from a dif fer ent ori en ta tion the great
move ment of the Reforma tion at the same time chal lenged the ec cle si as ti -
cal power of Ro man Ca thol i cism.

Mean while, in the coun tries that re mained largely faith ful to the church, 
Ro man Catholicism re grouped its forces in the Counter-Re formation. It
cre ated room for the ab sorp tion of Re nais sance cul ture, just as it had pre -
vi ously adapted it self to clas si cal civ i li za tion. In Protestant coun tries, cul -
tural lead er ship shifted tem po rarily to the Refor mation.

Grad ually, how ever, a new direction in the de vel op ment of west ern civ -
i li za tion be came ap par ent. Both Ro man Catholicism and the Reformation
were driven back as lead ing cul tural fac tors by mod ern hu man ism. Ini -
tially, hu man ism had aligned it self partly on the side of the Reformation
and partly on the side of Ro man Catholicism. But in the Enlightenment it
broke away com pletely from the faith of the Chris tian church. Then it be -
gan to dis play its true col ors and be came the lead ing cul tural power in the
West. Of course, hu man ism did not elim i nate Ro man Catholicism and the
Reformation as fac tors in cul tural and his tor i cal [10] de vel op ment; they
con tin ued to func tion, partly in an ef fort to op pose the new worldview that 
had trans formed Chris tian ity into a ra tio nal, per sonal re li gion, and partly
in an ef fort to syn the size Chris tian ity with the new hu man is tic ideas that
were shap ing his tory. But un like be fore, they could not im print west ern
civ i li za tion with the stamp of Chris tian ity. The power strug gle for the
spirit of cul ture pushed Ro man Catholicism and Protestantism into the de -
fen sive for nearly three cen tu ries. For the time be ing the lead er ship came
to rest with hu man ism.

Roots of Western Culture

10



But in the last few de cades of the nine teenth cen tury a gen eral pro cess
of de cay en tered the hu man is tic worldview. Out of this de cay emerged the 
antihumanistic cul tural pow ers (Marx ism, Dar win ism, Nietzsche’s doc -
trine of the Superman) which pushed hu man ism it self onto the de fen sive.
This turn of events her alded a tre men dous pe riod of tran si tion in world
his tory and sparked a fierce bat tle for the spir i tual lead er ship of west ern
cul ture. Its out come is still un de cided.

The first world war, to gether with bolshevism, fas cism, and na tional
socialism, greatly ac cel er ated the in ter nal de gen er a tion of hu man ism.
Fas cism and na tional socialism bat tled the hu man ist “ideology” with their 
re li gious “myths of the twen ti eth cen tury.” The re ac tion ary and in tensely
anti-Christian power of fas cism and nazism was bro ken by the Sec ond
World War, at least on the po lit i cal ter rain. Nev er the less, the spir i tual cri -
sis that set in long be fore the war was not over come. To day the “new age”
ex hib its the fea tures of spir i tual con fu sion ev ery where. One can not yet
point to a def i nite direction that cul tural de vel op ment will fol low in the
near fu ture.

In this ap par ently cha otic stage of tran si tion the West’s older and spir i -
tu ally con sol i dated cul tural pow ers, Ro man Catholicism and the
Reformation, have again joined the spir i tual fray. This time they fight
with mod ern weap ons. Their aim is not just to de fend the Chris tian foun -
da tions of mod ern civ i li za tion but to re claim lead er ship for a fu ture which
is still so un known and bleak.

The Religious Dialectic
The de vel op ment of west ern po lit i cal sys tems, so cial struc tures, sci -
ences, and arts dem on strates time and time again that all the pub lic ex -
pres sions of so ci ety de pend upon spir i tu ally dom i nant cul tural pow ers.

By and large, four re li gious ground-motives have de ter mined this de -
vel op ment. Three are in ter nally dualistic and frag men tary. Their dis cord
pushes one’s pos ture of life to op po site ex tremes that can not be re solved
in a true synthesis. We call these ex tremes “po lar op po sites” be cause [11]
they are two spir i tu ally “charged” poles that col lide within a sin gle
ground-motive. Each pole bears the seed of a re li gious di a lec tic.

To an a lyze the mean ing of the “re li gious di a lec tic,” we must once again 
sharply con trast the the o ret i cal and the re li gious an tith e sis. By way of ori -
en ta tion, let us briefly re call our ear lier dis cus sion. 

We ob served that the two an tith e ses are en tirely dif fer ent. We noted
that the the o ret i cal an tith e sis is rel a tive while the re li gious an tith e sis is ab -
so lute. We con cluded that any at tempt to bridge an ab so lute an tith e sis
with the method of the the o ret i cal di a lec tic rests on the il lu sion that a
higher stand point ex ists out side of re li gion.

The the o ret i cal di a lec tic is con cerned with rel a tive op po sites. In so far as 
these op po sites, in re al ity, are bound to gether in a higher unity, they re sist
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any ef fort on the part of the o ret i cal thought to absolutize them. Thus, for
ex am ple, the prop o si tion that motion and rest ex clude each other ab so -
lutely makes no sense; it is not dif fi cult to de ter mine that motion and rest
sim ply make the same tem po ral re al ity vis i ble in two dif fer ent ways. In -
stead of ex clud ing, they pre sup pose each other. Their mu tual de pend ence
points to a third el e ment in which the two are united, even though con cep -
tu ally they are mu tu ally ex clu sive.

The task of the o ret i cal di a lec tic is to think through a solely log i cal op -
po si tion to its higher synthesis. Therein lies its jus ti fi ca tion. Whether or
not it suc cess fully reaches this synthesis de pends upon its start ing point,
which is gov erned by a re li gious ground-motive. We have noted that this
start ing point of the o ret i cal thought it self is gov erned by the re li gious
ground- motive of schol ar ship. In any case it must be con ceded that the o -
ret i cal di a lec tic, in its search for a higher unity on the ba sis of rel a tive
oppositions, is fully jus ti fied.

The true re li gious an tith e sis is es tab lished by the rev e la tion found in
God’s Word. The key to the un der stand ing of Holy Scrip ture is given in
its re li gious ground-motive, which con sists of the triad of cre ation, fall
into sin, and re demp tion through Je sus Christ in the com mu nion of the
Holy Spirit. What is at stake here is not sim ply a the ory which one can the -
o ret i cally elaborate in a theo log i cal sys tem apart from the guid ance of
God’s Spirit. What is pri mary in the re li gious ground-motive of Holy
Scrip ture is the mo tive-power of God’s Word through the Holy Spirit,
which re di rects the re li gious root of life and which thus per me ates all tem -
po ral ex pres sions of life.

The rad i cal mean ing of God’s Word can be re vealed to us only by
God’s Spirit. In abys mal depths it re veals to us at once the true God and
our selves. God’s Word teaches us when it op er ates in our lives
redemptively. Wher ever it op er ates redemptively in this sense, of ne ces -
sity it ef fec tu ates a rad i cal turn-about in our apostasy from God.

It is there fore nei ther schol ar ship nor the ory, not even the ol ogy as a dis -
ci pline, which can dis cover the true sense of the re li gious ground- motive
of Holy Scrip ture. As soon as the ol ogy pre tends that it can ac com plish
this, it de gen er ates into a God-opposing power which re sists God’s work
and ren ders the re li gious ground-motive of God’s self- reve lation pow er -
less by re solv ing it into a the ory.

As a sci ence, the ol ogy too is to tally de pend ent upon the mo ti vat ing
force of a re li gious ground-motive. If it with draws from the driv ing power 
of di vine rev e la tion, [12] it falls into the clutches of an idol a trous,
non-Christian ground-motive.

From the be gin ning the Word of God stands in ab so lute an tith e sis to ev -
ery form of idol a try. The es sence of an idol a trous spirit is that it draws the
hearts of peo ple away from the true God who is then re placed with a crea -
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ture. Ev ery absolutization of what is rel a tive points at the de i fi ca tion of
what has been cre ated. It con sid ers self-sufficient that which is not
self-sufficient. In so far as such an absolutization ap pears in sci ence, it is
not sci ence it self but a re li gious drive that leads the o ret i cal thought in an
idol a trous direction. For the direction of sci en tific thought is al ways de -
ter mined by a re li gious ground-motive.

There fore, when a re li gious ground-mo tive fo cuses on the de i fi ca tion
of some thing creational, it leads to an absolutization of what is rel a tive. 
This absolutization calls forth, with in ner ne ces sity, some or other cor re -
late of what has been absolutized; that is, those coun ter parts in re al ity with 
which the for mer is con nected and which now claim the same pre tended
ab so lute ness as the ini tial absolutization.

The re sult is a re li gious di a lec tic: a po lar ity or ten sion be tween two ex -
tremes within a sin gle ground-motive. On the one hand, the ground-mo -
tive breaks apart; its two an ti thet i cal mo tives, each claim ing ab so lute ness, 
can cel each other. But on the other hand, each mo tive also de ter mines the
other’s re li gious mean ing, since each is nec es sar ily re lated to the other.

Be cause it is re li gious, the re li gious di a lec tic can not come to rest in a re -
la tion of mere correlativity. The re sult is that it drives think ing and the
prac tice of life from one pole to the other.

The re li gious di a lec tic, in other words, en tan gles life and the ory in a di -
a lec tic that is ut terly in com pre hen si ble when mea sured with the yard stick
of the the o ret i cal di a lec tic. Un like the the o ret i cal di a lec tic, the re li gious
di a lec tic lacks the ba sis for a real synthesis.

In this quest it seeks ref uge in one of the an ti thet i cal principles within
the ground-motive by giv ing it re li gious pri or ity. Con com i tantly, it de -
bases and de pre ci ates the op po site principle. But the am bi gu ity and
broken ness of the di a lec ti cal ground-motive do not give it ac cess to rec on -
cil i a tion in a truly higher unity; rec on cil i a tion is ex cluded by the ground-
 motive it self. In the end a choice must be made.

Let no one, there fore, try to cor rect the re li gious di a lec tic by way of the
the o ret i cal di a lec tic – the method at tempted by the Hegelian school. That
ap proach is an ut terly un crit i cal form of di a lec ti cal thought, be cause at the 
root of its over es ti ma tion of the the o ret i cal di a lec tic lies a re li gious di a lec -
tic that is hid den to the think ing per son. Cer tainly it is true that the two
mo tives in a di a lec ti cal ground-motive are no more than cor re lates in tem -
po ral re al ity; nev er the less, in the ground-motive they stand in ab so lute an -
tith e sis to each other. The re li gious drive of an [13] idol a trous spirit
absolutizes them both. This re li gious force can never be con trolled or cor -
rected by mere the o ret i cal in sight.

An other kind of re li gious di a lec tic arises when one at tempts to strike a
re li gious synthesis be tween the ground-motive of Chris tian ity and the
ground-motive of ei ther Greek an tiq uity or hu man ism. In that event the
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ten sion be tween the two an ti thet i cal poles is dif fer ent from the ten sion
within a strictly idol a trous ground-motive. It orig i nates in the ef fort to
bridge the ab so lute an tith e sis by mu tu ally adapt ing di vine rev e la tion and
idol a try. Their mu tual ad ap ta tion re quires that both tone down the pure,
orig i nal mean ing of their ground-motives. But the an tith e sis be tween
them re mains in force and con tin u ally drives the mo tives of this ap par ent
synthesis apart.

Those who de fend this synthesis of ten rec og nize the Chris tian an tith e -
sis to a cer tain de gree, at least in the “spheres” of faith and re li gion. Gen -
erally, how ever, a dis tinc tion is made be tween the spe cif i cally Chris tian
is sues of tem po ral life that di rectly in volve the Chris tian faith and the
so-called neu tral is sues that do not. Or, by con trast, oc ca sion ally a par -
tially Chris tian ground-motive is struc tured so that the Chris tian pole al -
most com pletely con trols the adapted non-Christian pole. Then in deed the 
uni ver sal sig nif i cance of the an tith e sis is rec og nized. Nev er the less, the
an tith e sis would have been un der stood dif fer ently if the scrip tural
ground-motive had worked it self through com pletely. This is the case
with Ro man Catholicism, which from the out set aimed at as sim i lat ing the
Greek ground-motive (and later the hu man is tic ground- motive) to Chris -
tian ity. The same mis un der stand ing arises when ever those whose life and
thought have been fos tered by the Reformation cling to the ground-motive 
of Ro man Catholicism.

The cen tral is sue in this re li gious di a lec tic is the pseudo-synthesis
which, time and again, threat ens to fall apart into an ab so lute di vi sion or
op po si tion be tween Chris tian and non-Christian “ar eas of life.” We must
sub ject all such at tempts at synthesis to a thor ough in ves ti ga tion, for here,
and here alone, lies the real source of dis agree ment among Chris tians as to 
the scope of the an tith e sis.

A Final Warning

Four re li gious ground-motives have con trolled the de vel op ment of
west ern cul ture. We must fo cus on each in suc ces sion, for one can not
pen e trate to the core of to day’s ques tions on the an tith e sis un til one sees 
which re li gious forces have been op er a tive in our cul ture, and un der -
stands how these forces have been cen tral in the res o lu tion of life’s
prac ti cal prob lems.

Once more I must warn against a pos si ble mis un der stand ing. We are not 
about to en gage in a learned ac a demic dis course. What is at stake in [14]
the is sue of the an tith e sis is the re la tion be tween re li gion and tem po ral
life. This is not a purely the o ret i cal mat ter of in ter est only to the o re ti cians. 
Since the an tith e sis touches the deep est level of our ex is tence as hu man
be ings, it is a prob lem that con cerns ev ery one. Those who del e gate it to
the ory shirk their per sonal re spon si bil ity. One can not es cape from one self 
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be hind an im per sonal sci ence, for the only an swers sci ence gives to the
cen tral ques tions of life are re li giously bi ased.

The an tith e sis is to be “dis cussed.” Let it be a se ri ous dis cus sion. This is
not pos si ble if we are not will ing to pen e trate to the deep est drives that de -
ter mine the var i ous points of view. Nei ther is it pos si ble if any thing that
seems for eign and strange in the re li gious mo ti va tions of our fel low hu -
man be ings is brushed aside as be ing “not to the point” or “of per haps
merely the o ret i cal in ter est.” In a se ri ous di a logue we must faith fully sup -
port one an other. Per haps some are not aware of their deep est mo tives in
life; if so, then we must help bring these mo tives out into the open. We, in
turn, must be will ing to learn from our op po nents, since we are re spon si -
ble both for our selves and for them.

Finally, when trac ing the re li gious ground-motives of west ern cul ture,
we must con stantly re mem ber that they con cern us per son ally. We are
chil dren of this cul ture; it has borne, bred, and molded us. By and large,
those liv ing in the mod ern age have not reck oned with west ern cul ture’s
re li gious ground-motives and their or i gin. Even in Chris tian cir cles these
have been taken too lightly. Un for tu nately, how ever, the lack of crit i cal
re flec tion on the re li gious foun da tions of cul tural de vel op ment is one of
the deep est causes for es trange ment among the dif fer ent spir i tual cur rents
con front ing each other in our cul tural set ting. It is es sen tial for the wel fare
of con tem po rary cul ture that the re li gious roots of its var i ous streams be
un cov ered and ex plored.

Mat ter and Form

The re li gious ground-motives in the de vel op ment of west ern civ i li za tion 
are ba si cally the fol low ing:
1. The “form-matter” ground-motive of Greek an tiq uity in al li ance with 

the Ro man power mo tive.1

2. The scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion: cre ation, fall,
and re demp tion through Je sus Christ in com mu nion with the Holy
Spirit.

3. The Ro man Cath o lic ground-motive of “na ture-grace,” which seeks
to com bine the two men tioned above.

4. The mod ern hu man is tic ground-motive of “na ture-freedom,” in
which an at tempt is made to bring the three pre vi ous mo tives to a
[15] re li gious synthesis, con cen trated upon the value of hu man per -
son al ity.

It is ab so lutely nec es sary to con sider the Greek ground-motive first,
since, de spite its mod i fi ca tions, it con tin ued and has con tin ued to this
day to op er ate in both Ro man Catholicism and hu man ism.
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Al though it was the fa mous Greek phi los o pher Aristotle who first coined
the term “form-matter,” the “form-matter” ground-motive con trolled Greek
thought and civ i li za tion from the be gin ning of the Greek city-states. It
orig i nated in the un rec on ciled con flict within Greek re li gious con scious -
ness be tween the ground-motive of the an cient na ture re li gions and the
ground- mo tive of the then more re cent cul ture re li gion – the re li gion of the 
Olympian de i ties.

The Matter Motive
Out side of their pri me val Greek core, the na ture re li gions con tained
much that was pre-Greek and even of for eign or i gin. These re li gions
dif fered greatly in lo cal rit ual and in spe cific faith con tent. Re con -
structing all the early forms of na ture re li gions is largely guess work for
lack of information, but it is clear that from at least the be gin ning of the
so-called his tor i cal age (the age doc u mented by writ ten re cords), the
com mu nal ground-motive of these re li gions sus tained a great in flu ence
on Greek cul ture.

What was at stake in this ground-motive was the de i fi ca tion of a form -
less, cy cli cal stream of life. Out of this stream emerged the individual
forms of plant, an i mal, and hu man be ing, which then ma tured, per ished,
and came to life again. Be cause the life stream cease lessly re peated its cy -
cle and re turned to it self, all that had individual form was doomed to dis -
ap pear. The wor ship of the tribe and its an ces tors was thor oughly in ter wo -
ven with this re li gious con cep tion. Closely re lated to this be lief was its
view of time: time was not lin ear, as in Newton’s mod ern con cep tion of an 
on go ing con tin uum, but cy cli cal.

Mys te ri ous forces were at work in this life stream. They did not run
their course ac cord ing to a traceable, ra tio nal or der, but ac cord ing to
Anangke (blind, in cal cu la ble fate). Ev ery thing that had a life of its own
was sub jected to it. The di vine was thus not a con crete form or per son al -
ity. On the con trary, the na ture gods were al ways fluid and in vis i ble. The
ma te rial names used to in di cate them were just as un de fined as the shape -
less di vin i ties them selves. In stead of a uni fied de ity, a count less mul ti plic -
ity of di vine pow ers, bound up with a great va ri ety of nat u ral phe nom ena,
were em bod ied in many fluid and vari able con cep tions of de i ties. The
state of con stant vari a tion ap plied not only to the “lesser” gods (the
so-called de mons: shape less, psy chi cal pow ers) and to the “heroes” (wor -
shipped in con nec tion with the de i fi ca tion of life in tribe and fam ily), but
with equal force to the “great” gods such as Gaia [16] (mother earth), Ura -
nus (god of the skies), Demeter (god dess of grain and growth) and Di o ny -
sus (god of wine).

In this con text it is un der stand able that the rise of rel a tively du ra ble,
individual forms in na ture was con sid ered an in jus tice. Ac cord ing to the
mys te ri ous say ing of the Ionian phi los o pher of na ture, Anaxi mander
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(sixth cen tury B.C.), these individual forms would “suf fer ret ri bu tion in
the course of time.” With a gen u inely Greek vari ant on Meph is toph e les’
say ing in Goe the’s Faust, one could ex press this thought as fol lows:
“Denn alles, was entsteht,/Ist wert, dass es zugrunde geht” (For all that
 comes to be/De serves to per ish wretch edly).1

On the other hand, it is also un der stand able that in this na ture re li gion
one’s faith in the con ti nu ity of a di vine stream of life pro vided a cer tain
com fort with re spect to the in ev i ta ble de struc tion of all def i nite, vis i bly
shaped and formed individual life. “Mother earth” sus tained this re li gion;
out of it the stream of life be gan its cy cle.

The Form Motive
The newer cul ture re li gion, on the other hand, was a re li gion of form,
mea sure, and har mony. It be came the of fi cial re li gion of the Greek
city-state, which es tab lished Mount Olym pus as one of his tory’s first
na tional re li gious cen ters. The Olympian gods left “mother earth” and
her cy cle of life be hind. They were im mor tal, ra di ant gods of form: in -
vis i ble, per sonal, and ide al ized cul tural forces. Mount Olym pus was
their home. Even tually the cul ture re li gion found its high est Greek ex -
pres sion in the Del phic god Apollo, the law giver. Apollo, god of light
and lord of the arts, was in deed the su preme Greek cul ture god.

This new re li gion, which re ceived its most splen did em bodi ment in the
he roic po etry of Homer, tried to in cor po rate the older re li gion in its own
ground-motive of form, mea sure, and har mony. It was par tic u larly con -
cerned to curb the wild and im pas sioned wor ship of Dionysus, the god of
wine, with the nor ma tive principle of form that char ac ter ized Apollo wor -
ship. In the city of Delphi, Apollo (cul ture) and Dionysus (na ture) be came 
broth ers. Dionysus lost his wild ness and took on a more se ri ous role as the
“keeper of the souls.”

Early in this pe riod of tran si tion the an cient Greek “seers” and poet-
 theo logians (Hesiod and Homer) sought to con vince the peo ple that the
Olympians them selves had evolved out of the form less gods of na ture.
Hesiod’s teach ing con cern ing the ge ne al ogy of the gods, which deeply in -
flu enced sub se quent Greek philo soph i cal thought, gave the [17] ground-
 motive of the older na ture re li gions a gen eral, ab stract for mu la tion: the
ba sic principle of all that co mes into be ing is chaos and form less ness.

But the in ner con nec tion be tween the cul ture re li gion and the older na -
ture re li gions is most ev i dent in the pe cu liar part played by Moira. Orig i -
nally, Moira was noth ing other than the old Anangke of the na ture re li -
gions: in ex o ra ble fate re veal ing it self in the cy cle of life. But later it was
adapted some what to the form mo tive of the cul ture re li gion. Moira is re -
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lated to meros, a word that means “part” or “share.” Among the Olympian
gods Moira be came the fate that as signed to each of the three most im por -
tant de i ties a “share” or realm: the heav ens to Zeus, the sea to Po sei don,
and the un der world to Hades (Pluto). This al ready im plied some thing of
de sign in stead of blind fate. Moira ac tu ally be came a prin ci ple of or der.
Its or der, how ever, did not orig i nate with the Olympian gods but with an
older, im per sonal, and form less di vine power. Thus Moira still re vealed
its orig i nal dark and sin is ter self when it de creed the fate of death upon
mor tals. Even Zeus, lord of Olym pus, fa ther of gods and hu man be ings,
was pow er less be fore Moira (al though some times Homer des ig nated
Zeus as the dis penser of fate). Moira, the fate that held death for all the in -
di vid ual forms of life, was in cal cu la ble, blind, but none the less ir re sist ible.

Dialectical Tension
At this point, where both re li gions united in the theme of Moira, the cul -
ture re li gion re vealed an in dis sol u ble, di a lec ti cal co her ence with the re li -
gions of na ture. The re li gion of cul ture is in ex pli ca ble with out the back -
ground of the na ture re li gions. With in trin sic ne ces sity, the ground-
 motive of the cul ture re li gion called forth its coun ter part. Moira was the 
ex pres sion of the ir rec on cil able con flict be tween both re li gions. In the
re li gious con scious ness of the Greeks this con flict was the un solved
puz zle stand ing at the cen ter of both trag edy and phi los o phy. Like wise,
the re li gions of na ture con tin ued to be the threat en ing an ti pode to the
Greek cul tural and po lit i cal ideal.

We have seen that the new cul ture re li gion of Olym pus and the po etic
teach ings re gard ing the or i gin of the gods sought to rec on cile the an ti thet -
i cal mo tives of the older re li gions of na ture and the newer re li gion of cul -
ture. These at tempts failed for at least three rea sons, the first of which is
de ci sive.
1. The newer cul ture re li gion ne glected the most pro found ques tions of

life and death. The Olympian gods pro tected hu mans only as long as
they were healthy and vig or ously alive. But as soon as dark Anangke
or Moira, be fore whom even the great Zeus was im po tent, willed the 
fate of a mor tal’s death, the gods re treated: [18]

But death is a thing that co mes to all alike. Not even the gods can fend it 
away from a per son they love, when once the de struc tive doom [Moira]
of lev el ling death has fas tened upon him.1

2. The Olympian cul ture re li gion, given myth o log i cal form by Homer,
came into con flict with the moral stan dards of the Greeks. Even
though the Olympian gods sanc tioned and pro tected Greek mo ral ity,
the Olympians them selves lived be yond good and evil. They for ni -
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cated and thieved. Homer glo ri fied de cep tion as long as it ex pressed
the grand man ner of the gods.

3. The whole splen did ar ray of de i ties was far too re moved from or di -
nary peo ple. The Ho meric world of the gods suited Greek civ i li za -
tion only dur ing its feu dal era, when the re la tion be tween Zeus and
the oth ers served as a per fect anal ogy to that of a lord and his pow er -
ful vas sals. But af ter feu dal ism had run its course, the di vine world
lost all con tact with the cross sec tion of the peo ple. There af ter it
found sup port only in the his tor i cally for ma tive Greek polis, the
bearer of cul ture. The crit i cal years of tran si tion be tween Mycenian
feu dal ism and the Per sian wars marked a re li gious cri sis. The Greek
city-states with stood the or deal bril liantly. Nilsson, the well-known
scholar of Greek re li gion, char ac ter ized this cri sis as a con flict be -
tween an ec static (myth i cal) move ment and a le gal is tic move ment.1

The first re vived and re formed the old sup pressed re li gions, and the
sec ond, find ing its typ i cal rep re sen ta tive in the poet-theo lo gian
Hesiod, stood on the side of the Olympian cul ture re li gion.

In the light of these rea sons it is un der stand able that the Greeks ob -
served the an cient rites of na ture re li gions in pri vate but wor shipped the
Olympians as the of fi cial gods of the state in pub lic. This also ex plains
why the deeper re li gious drives of the peo ple be came ori ented to “mys -
tery wor ship,” for in this wor ship the ques tions of life and death were
cen tral. Hence it is not sur pris ing that the cul ture re li gion in its Ho meric 
form be gan to lose its strength al ready in the sixth cen tury B.C. Crit i -
cism against it grew more and more out spo ken in in tel lec tual cir cles,
and the soph ists, the Greek “en light en ment” think ers of the fifth cen -
tury, en joyed rel a tive pop u lar ity, al though there was a re ac tion against
them in the le gal tri als deal ing with “athe ism.” [19]

Through out, the di a lec ti cal ground-motive re mained un shaken. Born
out of the meet ing be tween the older re li gions of na ture and the newer
Olympian re li gion of cul ture, this ground-motive main tained its vi tal ity
even af ter the myths had been un der mined. In philo soph i cal cir cles it was
able to clothe it self with the gar ments of creeds that an swered the re li gious 
needs of the times. The old con flict con tin ued to char ac ter ize this re li -
gious ground-motive; the principle of blind fate gov ern ing the eter nal flux 
of all individual forms in the cy cli cal life stream stood over against the
principle of the su per nat u ral, ra tio nal, and im mor tal form, it self not ruled
by the stream of be com ing.

The same con flict found pointed ex pres sion in the Or phic school,
founded by the leg end ary poet and singer Or pheus. This school, ba si cally
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a re li gious re form move ment, gained great in flu ence in Greek phi los o phy. 
Fol low ing the old re li gions of the flux of life, the Orphics wor shipped
Dionysus. This, how ever, was a re born Dionysus. Af ter the Ti tans had de -
voured him, the orig i nal Dionysus, the un tamed god of wine, re ap peared
in per sonal form as the twin brother of Apollo, the Olympian god of light.
The trans fig u ra tion of Dionysus il lus trates the sharp dis tinc tion in Or phic
re li gion be tween life in the starry heav ens and life on the dark earth, which 
moved in the cy cles of birth, death, and re birth.

The Or phic view of hu man na ture clearly ex pressed the in ter nal dis cord
of the Greek ground-motive. At one time, ac cord ing to the Orphics, a per -
son had an im mor tal, ra tio nal soul. It orig i nated in the heav ens of light be -
yond the world. But at a cer tain point the soul fell to the dark earth and be -
came im pris oned or en tombed in a ma te rial body. This im pris on ment of
the soul meant that the soul was sub ject to the con stant cy cle of birth,
death, and re birth. Not un til it had been cleansed from the con tam i na tion
of mat ter could the soul cease its mi gra tions from body to body (in clud ing
an i mal bod ies) and re turn to its true home: the di vine, im per ish able sphere 
of starry light. As the Or phic in scrip tion, found in Petelia, de clares: “I am
a child of earth and of the starry heaven/But heaven is my home.”

The as crip tion of an im per ish able sphere of light to the heav ens points
to the com bi na tion in Or phic re li gion be tween the cul ture mo tive and the
so-called ura nic na ture re li gion which wor shipped the sky and its light
giv ing bod ies. Like the older na ture re li gions, the ura nic re li gion did not
know of an im mor tal form. Even the ra di ant sun rose from the earth and
re turned to the earth’s bosom af ter it had set. The Or phic move ment trans -
ferred the Olympian con cept of di vine im mor tal ity to the ra tio nal sub -
stances of the soul that made their home in the starry sky. The soul had an
im per ish able form, but earthly bod ies, sub ject to the cy cle of the cease -
lessly flow ing life stream, did not. Clearly, the re li gious con trast [20] be -
tween form and mat ter de ter mined this en tire con cep tion of “soul” and
“body.”

The Greek mo tive of mat ter, the form less principle of be com ing and de -
cay, was ori ented to the as pect of move ment in tem po ral re al ity. It gave
Greek thought and all of Greek cul ture a hint of dark mys tery which is for -
eign to mod ern think ing. The Greek mo tive of cul ture, on the other hand,
was ori ented to the cul tural as pect of tem po ral re al ity (“cul ture” means es -
sen tially the free form ing of mat ter). It con stantly di rected thought to an
ex tra sen sory, im per ish able form of be ing that tran scended the cy cli cal life 
stream.

The Greek idea of theoria (philo sophic thought) was closely linked to
the cul ture mo tive. The form of be ing could not be grasped in a mere con -
cept but re quired contemplation as a su pra-sensible, lu mi nous fig ure. This 
too was a typ i cally Greek ten dency which is for eign to us in its orig i nal
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sense. Just as the Olympian gods could only be con ceived of as im per ish -
able fig ures of light stand ing be yond sense perception, so also could “im -
mu ta ble be ing” only be con ceived of as a ra di ant form. Theoria was al -
ways contemplation di rected to an in vis i ble and im per ish able form of be -
ing which con tained the di vine. From the out set Greek philo soph i cal
thought pre sented it self as the way to true knowl edge of god. It tied be lief
to the sphere of doxa (un cer tain opin ion), which be longed to sense
perception.

Form and mat ter were in sep a ra bly con nected within the Greek re li gious 
ground-motive. They pre sup posed each other and de ter mined each
other’s re li gious mean ing. The di a lec ti cal ten sion be tween them pushed
Greek thought to po lar ex tremes and forced it into two rad i cally con flict -
ing directions, which nev er the less re vealed a deeper sol i dar ity in the
ground- motive it self. The Greek con cep tion of the na ture (physis) of
things, for ex am ple, was de ter mined by this ten sion. The Greeks viewed
na ture sometimes as a purely in vis i ble form and sometimes as an an i -
mated, flow ing stream of life, but most of ten as a com bi na tion of both.
Like wise, this ten sion shaped the Greek com mu nity of thought and cul -
ture. Greek phi los o phy, which so pro foundly in flu enced Ro man Cath o lic
scholasticism, can not be un der stood if this ground-motive is left out of
con sid er ation. The same holds for Greek art, po lit i cal life, and mo ral ity.

The con nec tion be tween the Greek re li gious ground-motive and the
Greek idea of the state may serve as an il lus tra tion. In the clas si cal age of
Greek civ i li za tion the state was lim ited to the small area of the city-state
(polis). The city-state was the bearer of the Greek cul ture re li gion and
hence the Greek cul tural ideal. A Greek was truly hu man only as a free cit -
i zen of the polis. The polis gave form to hu man ex is tence; out side of this
for ma tive in flu ence hu man life re mained mired in the sav agery of [21] the 
mat ter principle. All non-Greeks were bar bar i ans. They were not fully hu -
man since they lacked the im print of Greek cul tural for ma tion.

The ideas of world cit i zen ship and of the nat u ral equal ity of all hu man
be ings were launched con sid er ably later in Greek phi los o phy by the cyn -
ics and the Sto ics. These ideas were not of Greek or i gin. They were es sen -
tially hos tile to the Greek idea of the state, and they ex erted lit tle in flu ence 
on it. The rad i cal wing of the soph ists was sim i larly an tag o nis tic. Guided
by the Greek mat ter mo tive, it de clared war on the city-state. Even more
rad i cally for eign to the clas si cal Greek was the Chris tian con fes sion that
the re li gious root-com mu nity of hu man kind tran scends the bound aries of
race and na tion.

The Greek ideal of de moc racy that emerged vic to ri ous in Ionian cul ture
was quite dif fer ent from the dem o cratic ideal of mod ern hu man ism. De -
moc racy in Greece was lim ited to a small num ber of “free cit i zens.” Over
against them stood a mass of slaves and city dwell ers with no civil rights.
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“Free dom” con sisted in to tal in volve ment with the af fairs of state, and
“equality” meant only that own er ship of cap i tal was not a pre req ui site for
full cit i zen ship. La bor and in dus try were de spised and left to work ers and
slaves. Soon ev ery ar is toc racy, whether or not meant in a spir i tual sense or 
in terms of prop erty owned, be came sus pect and li a ble to all sorts of con -
fin ing reg u la tions.

The idea of sphere sov er eignty was there fore ut terly for eign to the
Greek mind. Rooted in the Chris tian view that no sin gle so ci etal sphere
can em brace our whole life, sphere sov er eignty im plies that each sphere in 
so ci ety has a God given task and com pe tence which are lim ited by the
sphere’s own in trin sic na ture. These lim ited spheres of power ought to re -
spect each other in their mu tual re la tion ships.

The Greek idea of the state, how ever, was ba si cally to tal i tar ian. In ac -
cor dance with its re li gious ground-mo tive it de manded the al le giance of
the whole per son. Or rather a per son truly be came a hu man be ing only as
an ac tive, free cit i zen. All of life had to serve this cit i zen ship, be cause it
was only cit i zen ship that be stowed a di vine and ra tio nal cul tural form
upon hu man ex is tence. The Greek state, re al ized in the “dem o cratic”
city-state, was not founded on the prin ci ple that the state’s au thor ity is in -
her ently lim ited by its in ner na ture. Nei ther was it gov erned by the prin ci -
ple that an in di vid ual has in alien able rights over against the body pol i tic.
The Greek had only for mal guar an tees against des po tism.

The Ro man Im pe rium

Greek cul ture be came a world cul ture when Al ex an der the Great, the
royal pu pil of Aristotle, cre ated the Mac e do nian em pire. This em pire
(the im pe rium), which stretched from Greece to In dia, had lit tle con nec -
tion with the small city-state. As it arose, cer tain east ern re li gious [22]
mo tives be gan to min gle with Greek mo tives. Al ex an der made use of
the Asi atic be lief in the di vine an ces try of mon archs in or der to le git i -
mize and give di vine sanc tion to the Greco-Mac e do nian world em pire.
He al lowed him self to be wor shipped as a he ros, a demi god, and later as 
a full god. From east to west, from Greece to In dia, the wor ship of Al -
ex an der was added to the ex ist ing cults. In 324 B.C. Ath ens de cided to
in clude Al ex an der among the city’s de i ties as Dionysus. The wor ship of 
Al ex an der was the foun da tion for the re li gious im pe rium idea, which
be came the driv ing force be hind the Ro man con quest of the world and
con tin ued in a christianized form with the Ger manic-Ro man idea of the
sa crum im pe rium, the “Holy Ro man Empire,” af ter Rome’s fall.

The re li gious idea of im pe rium lent it self to ward a com bi na tion with the 
ground-motive of Greek cul ture. It was not by chance that Al ex an der was
wor shipped as Dionysus in Ath ens. We noted ear lier that the cult of
Dionysus ex pressed the mat ter mo tive of the older na ture re li gions, the
form less stream of life mov ing in the cy cle of birth, death, and re birth. It is 
even likely that this cult was orig i nally im ported from Asia. In any case,
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the fa tal is tic con cep tion of the cy cle of life met ing out death to ev ery thing
that ex isted in individual form, was em i nently suited to a de i fi ca tion of the 
mon arch as the lord over life and death. The mon arch soon dis played the
same mys te ri ous power as Dionysus, the demon, the dy namic soul of the
ever flow ing life stream. Carried for ward by a de i fied ruler, the im pe rium
be came sur rounded with a kind of magical halo. Like fight ing the in ex o ra -
ble fate of death, re sist ing the im pe rium was use less. The im pe rium idea
was al ready well es tab lished in Hel le nis tic cul ture when, af ter Al ex an -
der’s death, his world em pire broke up into sev eral large realms which
even tu ally yielded to Ro man might.

As the Ro man em pire ex panded, it was un der stand able that the re li -
gious ground-motive of Greek cul ture would in flu ence Ro man cul ture.
The Romans had al ready made ac quain tance with the Greeks when the
lat ter con quered south ern It aly. The Greeks had es tab lished col o nies there 
and had named that part of the Ital ian pen in sula “Magna Graecia.” Af ter
the Romans oc cu pied Greece it self they adapted the wor ship of their own
gods to Greek cul ture re li gion. More over, the Ro man re li gion of life,
which wor shipped com mu nal life in the tribe and clan, had much in com -
mon with the older Greek na ture re li gions. In this way, the re li gious im pe -
rium idea found fer tile soil among the Ro man con quer ors.

The Mo tive of Power
The mo tive of power deeply pen e trated the Ro man world of thought.
Yet it did not be come em bod ied in the per son of a ruler un til the em -
peror Augustus re placed the an cient republican form of government.
[23] Even then, how ever, the de i fi ca tion of the of fice of em peror was
first as so ci ated with the com mon Ro man prac tice of an ces tor wor ship.
The em peror Tiberius, suc ces sor to Augustus, still re sisted ven er a tion of 
a liv ing em peror and al lowed wor ship only of his pre de ces sor. But af ter
him the in fa mous Caligula dropped this re stric tion and the ex ist ing ruler 
came to be wor shipped as a god.

In the re li gious con scious ness of the Romans, the de i fi ca tion of the im -
pe rium was the coun ter part and an ti pode to the typ i cally ju rid i cal ten -
dency of their an ces tor wor ship. Ro man wor ship was so ber and busi ness -
like. It had a stern ju rid i cal bent. The gods of the state had their own
sphere of com pe tence next to the old gods of home and hearth who rep re -
sented the con ti nu ity of fam ily life through out the gen er a tions. The claims 
of both spheres re gard ing sac ri fices and wor ship were pre cisely de fined
and bal anced.

The re li gious mo tive of power and law thor oughly per vaded the old
folk law (ius civile) of Ro man trib al ism. This mo tive rested on a strict ju -
rid i cal de lim i ta tion of dif fer ent spheres of authority. Each sphere was re li -
giously sa cred and un as sail able. The large pa tri cian clan (gens) de fined
the sphere of authority, cen tered in the re li gious com mu nal life of the fam -
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ily. With the head of the clan as its priest, the fam ily de i fied and wor -
shipped its an ces tors. This sphere was care fully dis tin guished from the
sphere of authority be long ing to the Ro man tribe (civitas), where the pub -
lic tribal gods main tained an in vi o la ble re li gious sway. When in the
course of time the Ro man state as the res pub lica slowly cut it self off from
this still prim i tive and un dif fer en ti ated so ci etal struc ture, the power of the
great pa tri cian clans was bro ken. The clans then dis solved into nar rower
spheres of authority: the Ro man familia or do mes tic com mu ni ties.

The familia was not like our mod ern nu clear fam ily. Like the old gens,
the familia was un dif fer en ti ated. It dis played the traits of many dif fer ent
so ci etal spheres which di verge into well de fined com mu ni ties, such as the
fam ily, the state, in dus try, and the church in a more highly de vel oped cul -
ture. One might com pare this un dif fer en ti ated struc ture with the lack of
spe cial iza tion in lower an i mals, such as worms, which do not de velop spe -
cific or gans for the var i ous func tions of life. Like the old gentes and tribes
the Ro man familia dis played such an un dif fer en ti ated char ac ter. Each
familia was a fam ily com mu nity, an eco nomic unit, a min ia ture state, and
a com mu nity of wor ship. Above all, it was the em bodi ment of the re li -
gious authority of the house hold gods, who rep re sented the com mu nion
be tween the liv ing and dead mem bers of the familia. The head of the
familia was usu ally the old est male mem ber, the pa ter familias, who
wielded the power of life and death over all – over his wife, his chil dren,
his slaves, and his so-called cli ents. He also pre sided as the priest.

The sphere of authority of the pa ter familias was ju rid i cally dis tinct
[24] from the power of the state. It was re li giously in vi o late and ab so lute,
and the state could not in ter fere with it. Its ter ri to rial ba sis was the plot of
Ital ian soil on which the familia was sit u ated, just as the sphere of
authority of the older pa tri cian clan had been ter ri tori ally based on lands
owned by the clan. To this piece of land, which, un der sol emn in vo ca tion
of the god Ter mi nus, had been cer e mo ni ously marked off with bound ary
stones, the pa ter familias had the rights of ab so lute own er ship and ex clu -
sive use. This own er ship was not at all like our mod ern civil le gal right to
own er ship which is strictly a right to prop erty and does not in clude any
authority over per sons. The right to ab so lute own er ship held by the Ro -
man pa ter familias was rooted in the familias re li gious sphere of
authority. For those who be longed to the an ces tral lands it was an
authority that dis posed of their life and death. It was ex clu sive and ab so -
lute. In this still un dif fer en ti ated form of own er ship, le gal authority and
prop erty rights were in dis sol u bly bound to gether. The pa ter familias, for
ex am ple, had power to sell the chil dren and slaves that re sided un der his
ju ris dic tion.

Ro man folk law (ius civile) can never be un der stood apart from the re li -
gious ground-motive of Ro man cul ture. For ex am ple, this mo tive per me -
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ated the con trac tual laws of Ro man so ci ety. The house hold heads were
mu tu ally equal as bear ers of power; the one had no ju ris dic tion over the
other. But if one were in debted to an other and did not dis charge his debt
im me di ately, then a con tract (obligatio) was es tab lished. Or i ginally this
meant that the debtor was brought within the re li gious ju ris dic tion of the
cred i tor. A pre scribed le gal for mula dic tated the se ver ity of pun ish ment.
Pay ment (solutio) re leased the debtor from this sphere of power which,
like a magic bond (vinculum), held him cap tive. If he failed to pay, then
his whole per son fell to the cred i tor.

Like an cient Ger manic and other prim i tive folk law, Ro man folk law
(ius civile) was ex clu sive. It made one’s en tire le gal sta tus de pend ent
upon mem ber ship in the Ro man populus. Ban ish ment from the com mu -
nity re sulted in the to tal loss of one’s le gal rights. A for eigner too had no
rights and could only se cure ju rid i cal pro tec tion by liv ing un der the pa -
tron age of a Ro man pa ter familias, who took such a per son into the
familia as a “cli ent.”

Public Law and Private Law
When Rome be came an em pire, the need arose for a more uni ver sal law
that could ap ply to the pri vate in ter re la tions be tween both cit i zens and
for eign ers. This uni ver sal law, the ius gentium, was what we to day
would call the civil law of the Romans. It was no lon ger bound to the
re li gious sphere of authority of the un dif fer en ti ated gens or familia. It
raised ev ery free per son, re gard less of birth or na tion al ity, to the sta tus
of a le gal sub ject, a sta tus which en dowed that per son with both rights
and [25] ob li ga tions. It cre ated a sphere of per sonal free dom and self-
 deter mination that of fered a healthy coun ter bal ance to the ju ris dic tion of 
the com mu nity (both the state and the familia). It was a prod uct of the
pro cess of differentiation in an cient Ro man so ci ety. Cer tainly the Ro -
man state as the res pub lica, though founded on the power of the sword, 
had the pub lic good as its goal when it ac knowl edged over against it self
a civil le gal sphere of free dom for individual per son al i ties in which
those individuals could pur sue their pri vate in ter ests.

Pub lic law, then, as the in ter nal sphere of ju ris dic tion in the Ro man
state, be gan to dis tin guish it self in ac cor dance with its in ner na ture from
civil pri vate law. This dis tinc tion had al ready ap peared in the old folk law
(ius civile) but, as long as the Ro man com mu nity was still un dif fer en ti -
ated, pub lic and pri vate law could not be dis tin guished in ac cor dance with
their in ner na ture. Both were rooted in a re li gious sphere of au thor ity
which, be cause of its ab so lute char ac ter, em braced the en tire tem po ral life 
of its sub or di nates. Both had sway over life and death. The dif fer ence be -
tween them de pended strictly on who or what car ried au thor ity. If it was
the Ro man folk com mu nity, one was sub ject to the sphere of pub lic law; if 
it was the pa ter familias, one was sub ject to the sphere of pri vate law. This 
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un dif fer en ti ated state of com mu nal life al lowed room for nei ther a con sti -
tu tional law nor a dif fer en ti ated civil pri vate law. All law was folk law.
Dif fer ences within this law were due to dif fer ences de pend ing on who
wielded au thor ity.

The de vel op ment of a uni ver sal civil law com mon to all free peo ple pre -
sented the Ro man leg is la tors with a deeply re li gious prob lem. The uni ver -
sal law (ius gentium) could not be based on the re li gious au thor ity of ei -
ther the old gens, the fa milia, or the Ro man com mu nity. Where then could 
its ul ti mate foun da tion be found? Here Greek phi los o phy pro vided as sis -
tance with its doc trine of nat u ral law (ius naturale). Nat u ral law re sided
not in hu man in sti tu tions but in “na ture” it self.

Stoic phi los o phy (in flu enced by se mitic thought) had in tro duced into
Greek thought the idea of the nat u ral free dom and equal ity of all hu man
be ings. It had bro ken with the nar row bound aries of the polis. The found -
ers of Stoic phi los o phy lived dur ing the pe riod when Greek cul ture be -
came a world cul ture un der the Mac e do nian em pire. Their think ing about
nat u ral law, how ever, was not de ter mined by the re li gious idea of im pe -
rium, but by the old idea of a so-called golden age. This age, an age with -
out slav ery or war and with out dis tinc tion be tween Greek and bar bar ian,
had been lost by hu man kind be cause of its guilt. The Stoic doc trine of an
ab so lute nat u ral law reached back to this pre-his toric golden era. For the
Sto ics, all peo ple were free and equal be fore the law of na ture.

The Ro man ju rists based the ius gentium as a pri vate world law on this
ius naturale. In do ing [26] so, they made an out stand ing dis cov ery. They
dis cov ered the en dur ing prin ci ples that lie at the ba sis of civil law ac cord -
ing to its own na ture: civil free dom and equal ity of hu man be ings as such.1

Civil law is not com munal law and can not be made into com mu nal law
with out dis tort ing its es sence. As one would put it to day, civil law is
founded on hu man rights. The Ro man ius gentium, which still le git i mized
slav ery, ac tu al ized these prin ci ples only in part, but the doc trine of the ius
naturale kept the pure prin ci ples of civil law alive in the con scious ness of
the Ro man ju rists.

At the close of the Mid dle Ages most of the Ger manic coun tries of con -
ti nen tal Eu rope adopted this Ro man law as a sup ple ment to in dig e nous
law. It thus be came a last ing in flu ence on the de vel op ment of west ern law. 
The fact that na tional socialism re sisted this in flu ence and pro claimed the
re turn to Ger man folk law in its myth of “blood and soil,” only proves the
re ac tion ary char ac ter of the Hitler re gime. It failed to see that the au then tic 
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mean ing of civil law acts as a counter force to the over pow er ing pres sure
of the com mu nity on the pri vate free dom of the individual per son. But the
pro cess of un der min ing civil law, which is still with us, be gan long be fore
na tional socialism arose.

The Ro man ius gentium was a gift of God’s com mon grace to west ern
cul ture. The Ro man ju rists mas ter fully de vel oped its form with a great
sen si tiv ity to prac ti cal needs. Many deep ened principles of law so familiar 
to us to day be cause of mod ern civil law, came to ex pres sion here, such as
the pro tec tion of good mor als, good faith (bona fide), and eq uity. Nev er -
the less, the re li gious ground-motive of Greco-Roman cul ture con tin u ally
threat ened this blessed fruit of God’s com mon grace. Ro man civil law
stood at the mercy of the re li gious mo tive of power that had gov erned the
de vel op ment of Ro man law from the out set. In its de vel op ment civil law
(the ius gentium) re mained in ti mately con nected to the Ro man world
dom i na tion. Per sonal free dom was lim ited by the de mands of em pire.
Civil law placed the individual per son squarely in op po si tion to the all-
 powerful Ro man state ap pa ra tus, which had to take care of the “com mon
good” of the Ro man em pire.

The Chris tian idea of the sphere sov er eignty of the dif fer en ti ated ar eas
of life was as for eign to the Romans as it was to the Greeks. How could
individual per sons main tain their pri vate free dom in the face of the Ro -
man le vi a than? It was not by chance that the individual’s free dom soon
fell vic tim to the ab so lute authority of the im pe rium. Cer tainly, this was
not the case when Rome flour ished. At that time one found a sharp de mar -
ca tion be tween the sphere of the state and the sphere of individual free -
dom. Es sen tially, how ever, this was only due to the fact that the old un dif -
fer en ti ated familia man aged to main tain it self over such a long pe riod of
time. In the familia struc ture lay [27] the an cient di vi sion be tween the ab -
so lute and im pen e tra ble re li gious authority of the head of the house hold
(pa ter familias) and the authority of the Ro man state. Through out the du -
ra tion of the Ro man em pire the familia con tin ued to pro tect the free dom
of trade and in dus try. The work shops and plan ta tions in and be yond It aly
be longed to the familia and there fore fell out side of state in ter fer ence.
Wealthy Romans were thus able to main tain the plan ta tions with great
num bers of slaves. This me chan i cal de lim i ta tion of pri vate and pub lic ju -
ris dic tion nat u rally led to a cap i tal is tic ex ploi ta tion of labor; per sonal
free dom was pur chased by the head of the house hold.

In the days of the Byzantine em per ors (be gin ning in the lat ter part of the 
third cen tury A.D.) the Greco-oriental idea of the sa crum im pe rium ad -
vanced fur ther. This spelled the end of civil free dom for the individual.
The Greeks did not know of the Ro man familia, and the idea of mark ing
off its re li gious ju ris dic tion from that of the state was for eign to them. In
this pe riod the only strong hold for the Ro man idea of free dom was de -
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stroyed. It was re placed by an un re strained state absolutism, against
which not even the ius gentium could of fer re sis tance. Trade and in dus try
were forced into the straightjacket of the Ro man state struc ture, which es -
tab lished a strictly hi er ar chi cal “guided econ omy.” Ev ery one be came a
civil ser vant. Af ter Constantine the Great ac cepted the Chris tian faith, this 
absolutism even sub or di nated the Chris tian church to the state. The
church be came a “state church.” In Chris tian style, the di vine ruler of the
world em pire called him self “Caesar by the grace of God,” but he claimed
ab so lute tem po ral authority, even over Chris tian doc trine. The “caesaro-
 papacy” was a fruit of the Greco-Roman mo tive of power.

Cre ation, Fall, and Re demp tion

The sec ond ground-motive which shaped the de vel op ment of west ern
cul ture is the mo tive of cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je sus
Christ in the com mu nion of the Holy Spirit. The Chris tian re li gion in -
tro duced this mo tive in the West in its purely scrip tural mean ing as a
new re li gious com mu nity mo tive.

The Creation Motive
Al ready in its rev e la tion of cre ation the Chris tian re li gion stands in rad i -
cal an tith e sis to the re li gious ground-motive of Greek and Greco-Roman 
an tiq uity. Through its integrality (it embraces all things cre ated) and
radicality (it pen e trates to the root of cre ated re al ity) the cre ation motive 
makes it self known as au then tic di vine Word-reve lation. God, [28] the
Cre ator, re veals him self as the ab so lute, com plete, and in te gral or i gin of 
all things. No equally orig i nal power stands over against him in the way 
that Anangke and Moira (blind fate) stood over against the Olympian
gods. Hence, within the cre ated world one can not find an ex pres sion of
two con tra dic tory principles of or i gin.

In flu enced by its mo tive of form and mat ter (founded in the con flict be -
tween the new cul ture re li gion and the old re li gion of life), Greek phi los o -
phy could not speak of a real cre ation. Noth ing, the Greeks ar gued, could
come from noth ing. Some Greek think ers, no ta bly Plato, did hold that the
world of be com ing was the prod uct of the for ma tive ac tiv ity of a di vine,
ra tio nal spirit; but un der pres sure from the ground-motive of cul ture re li -
gion, this di vine form-giving could only be un der stood ac cord ing to the
pat tern of hu man cul tural formation. With Plato, for ex am ple, the di vine
mind, the demiurge, was the great ar chi tec tural and ar tis tic force which
granted the world its ex is tence. The demiurge re quired ma te rial for its ac -
tiv ity of formation. Due to the in flu ence of the Greek mat ter mo tive, Plato
be lieved that this ma te rial was ut terly form less and cha otic. Its or i gin did
not lie in the di vine Rea son, since the demiurge was only a god of form or
cul ture. The demiurge does not cre ate; it sim ply fur nishes mat ter with di -
vine form. Mat ter re tains its self-determining func tion, i.e., the Anangke
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or blind fate, which is hos tile to the di vine func tion of form-giving. In
Plato's fa mous di a logue Timaeus, which dealt with the or i gin of the world, 
the di vine Logos was able to re strain Anangke only by means of ra tio nal
per sua sion.

The same principle was ex pressed by the great Greek poet Aeschylus.
In his trag edy Oresteia, Anangke per se cuted Orestes for ma tri cide;
Orestes had killed his mother be cause she had mur dered his fa ther. Like -
wise, for Plato’s great pu pil Aristotle pure form was the di vine mind
(nous), but Anangke, which per me ated mat ter, was still the pe cu liar cause
of ev ery thing anom a lous and mon strous in the world.

The ear lier phi los o phers of na ture gave re li gious pri or ity to the mo tive
of mat ter (the mo tive of the form less, ever-flowing stream of life). Plato
and Aristotle, how ever, shifted re li gious pri or ity to the mo tive of form.
For them mat ter was de-divinized, no long viewed as di vine. Nev er the less, 
the ra tio nal form-god was not the or i gin of mat ter. It  was not the in te gral,
sole or i gin of the cos mos. Therein lay the apos tate char ac ter of the Greek
idea of god.

The Greek idea of god was the prod uct of an absolutization of the rel a -
tive. It arose from a de i fi ca tion of ei ther the cul tural as pect of cre ation or
that of the flow of life. It thus stood in ab so lute an tith e sis to God’s rev e la -
tion in the Bible, in op po si tion to God as the cre ator of heaven and earth.
Con se quently, a synthesis be tween the cre ation motive of the Chris tian re -
li gion and the form-matter mo tive of Greek re li gion is not pos si ble.

God’s self-revelation as the cre ator of all things is in sep a ra bly linked
with the rev e la tion of who hu man be ings are in their fun da men tal re la tion -
ship to their [29] Cre ator. By re veal ing that hu man kind was cre ated in
God’s im age, God re vealed hu man kind to it self in the re li gious root-unity
of its creaturely ex is tence. The whole mean ing of the tem po ral world is in -
te grally (i.e., com pletely) bound up and con cen trated in this unity.

Ac cord ing to his cre ation order, Je ho vah God is creaturely mir rored in
the heart, soul, or spirit of a hu man be ing. This is the re li gious cen ter and
spir i tual root of a per son’s tem po ral ex is tence in all its as pects. Just as
God is the or i gin of all cre ated re al ity, so the whole of tem po ral ex is tence
was con cen trated on that or i gin in the core di men sion of hu man kind be -
fore the fall into sin. There fore, hu man life in all of its as pects and re la -
tions, with noth ing ex cluded, ought to be di rected to ward its ab so lute or i -
gin in a to tal self-surrender in the ser vice of love to God and neigh bor. As
the apos tle Paul said: “Whether you eat or whether you drink, or what ever
you do, do all to the glory of God.” [1 Co rin thi ans 10:31. The Re vised
Stan dard Ver sion is the trans la tion used here and else where, un less in di -
cated oth er wise.]

Scrip ture teaches us not only that the heart or soul is the re li gious cen ter
of the en tire individual and tem po ral ex is tence of a per son, but also that
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each per son is cre ated in the re li gious com mu nity of hu man kind. In Adam 
all of hu man ity was con tained in his re la tion ship to God; and in him hu -
man kind as a whole de parted from God in apostasy. Thus, hu man kind is a
re li gious com mu nity that is spir i tual in na ture. That is to say it is gov erned 
and main tained by a re li gious spirit that works in it as a cen tral driv ing
force. Ac cord ing to the plan of cre ation, this spirit is the Holy Spirit, who
brings an individual per son into com mu nion and fel low ship with God.

Not only the tem po ral ex is tence of hu man be ings, but that of the whole
tem po ral world was con cen trated upon the ser vice of God in this re li gious
root-community. God cre ated the hu man be ing as lord of cre ation. The
pow ers and po ten tials which God had en closed within cre ation were to be
dis closed by hu mans in their ser vice of love to God and neigh bor. Hence
in Adam’s fall into sin, the en tire tem po ral world fell away from God. This 
is the mean ing of apostasy. The earth was cursed be cause of hu man kind.
In stead of the Spirit of God, the spirit of apostasy be gan to gov ern the
com mu nity of hu man kind and with it all of tem po ral re al ity.

In con trast to hu man kind, nei ther the in or ganic el e ments nor the realms
of plants and an i mals have a spir i tual or re li gious root. It is hu man kind
which makes their tem po ral ex is tence com plete. To think of their ex is -
tence apart from hu man kind, one would need to elim i nate all the log i cal,
cul tural, eco nomic, aes thetic, and other prop er ties that re late them to hu -
man kind. With re spect to in or ganic el e ments and plants, one would even
need to elim i nate their ca pa bil ity of be ing seen. Ob jec tive vis i bil ity ex ists
only in re la tion to po ten tial vi sual per cep tion which many crea tures do not 
pos sess them selves.

Along these lines the mod ern ma te ri al ists, over es ti mat ing the math e -
mat i cal, nat u ral-scientific mode of think ing, tried quite se ri ously [30] to
grasp the es sence of na ture com pletely apart from hu man kind. Na ture,
they thought, was noth ing more than a con stel la tion of static par ti cles of
mat ter de ter mined en tirely by me chan i cal laws of motion. They failed to
re mem ber that the math e mat i cal for mu lae which seem to grasp the es -
sence of na ture pre sup pose hu man lan guage and hu man thought. They did 
not rec og nize that ev ery con cept of nat u ral phe nom ena is a hu man af fair
and a re sult of hu man think ing. “Na ture” apart from hu man kind does not
ex ist. In an at tempt to grasp “na ture” one be gins with an ab strac tion from
given re al ity. This ab strac tion is a log i cal and the o ret i cal ac tiv ity which
pre sup poses hu man thought.

In a sim i lar fash ion the scho las tic Chris tian stand point, in flu enced by
Greek thought, held that in or ganic el e ments, plants, and an i mals pos sess
an ex is tence of their own apart from hu man kind. The scho las tics ar gued
that the so-called ma te rial “substances” de pend on God alone for their
sus te nance. But in the light of God’s rev e la tion con cern ing cre ation, this
too can not be main tained. In the cre ation order ob jec tive vis i bil ity, log i cal 
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char ac ter is tics, beauty, ug li ness, and other prop er ties sub ject to hu man
eval u a tion are nec es sar ily re lated to hu man sen sory per cep tion, hu man
con cep tu al iza tion, hu man stan dards for beauty, etc. Both the for mer and
the lat ter are cre ated. They con se quently can not be as cribed to God the
Cre ator. God re lated all tem po ral things to the hu man be ing, the last crea -
ture to come into be ing. Tem po ral re al ity co mes to full re al ity in hu man -
kind.

The scrip tural mo tive of cre ation thus turns one’s view of tem po ral re al -
ity around. It cuts off at the root ev ery view of re al ity which grows out of
an idol a trous, dualistic ground-motive which pos its two or i gins of re al ity
and thus splits it into two op pos ing parts.

Je ho vah God is in te grally, that is to tally, the or i gin of all that is cre ated.
The ex is tence of hu man be ings, cre ated in the im age of God, is in te grally,
that is to tally, con cen trated in the heart, soul, or spirit of hu man ex is tence.
And this cen ter of ex is tence is the re li gious root-unity of all func tions of a
per son in tem po ral re al ity – with out ex cep tion. Like wise, ev ery other
crea ture in tem po ral re al ity is in te gral and com plete. It is not closed off
within the few as pects ab stracted by the nat u ral sci ences (num ber, space,
motion), but in its re la tion to hu man be ings it is embraced by all of the as -
pects of reality. The whole of the tem po ral world (and not just some ab -
stracted parts) has its root-unity in the re li gious com mu nity of hu man -
kind. Hence, when hu man kind fell away from God, so did all of tem po ral
re al ity.

The Scriptural View of Soul and Body
In the years just prior to the Sec ond World War the ques tion as to how
we are to un der stand the hu man soul and its re la tion to the body in the
light of God’s Word was fiercely de bated in Re formed cir cles. The ar -
gu ments [31] sur round ing this ques tion can be un der stood only with ref -
er ence to the ab so lute an tith e sis be tween the scrip tural ground-motive
and the re li gious ground-motive of Greek thought.

Per haps some read ers im pa tiently won der why I de vote so much at ten -
tion to the an cient ground-motive of the Greeks. If it is true that our mod -
ern west ern cul ture came forth out of the con flicts and ten sions of four re -
li gious ground-motives, then it is sim ply im pos si ble to en lighten the
reader con cern ing the sig nif i cance of the an tith e sis for to day if it is not
made clear that the pres ent can be un der stood only in the light of the past.
The most fun da men tal doc trines of the Chris tian re li gion, in clud ing cre -
ation, fall, and re demp tion, are still in flu enced by the re li gious ground-
 motive of an cient Greece. The Greek ground-motive still causes strife and
di vi sion among Chris tians to day, and it is there fore im per a tive that we de -
vote our time and at ten tion to it.

We want to put our read ers in a po si tion to pen e trate to the real es sence
of the an tith e sis prob lem. Fur ther more, we want to do it in such a way that

Roots of Western Culture

31



they will come to see that the Chris tian re li gion it self is com pelled to en -
gage in a bat tle of life and death against all sorts of re li gious ground-
 motives. These ground-motives are out to cap ture peo ple's souls with re -
gard to ev ery fun da men tal is sue of our times.

It is a bat tle that must be fought not only against those who on principle
re ject the Chris tian ground-motive but also against those who time af ter
time try to rob it of its in trin sic strength by "ac com mo dat ing" it to non -
scriptural ground-motives. It is a bat tle be tween the spirit of the Chris tian
re li gion and the spirit of apostasy. It is also a bat tle that cuts right through
the Chris tian camp and through the souls of individual Chris tians.

What is the soul? Is this a ques tion that only the sci ence of psychology
can an swer? If so, why has the Chris tian church con sid ered it nec es sary to
make pro nounce ments con cern ing the re la tion of “soul” and “body” in its
con fes sions? Per haps, one might ar gue, the Church con fes sions only ad -
dress the soul’s imperishability, the soul’s im mor tal ity, and the res ur rec -
tion of the body in the last judg ment, leav ing the phi los o phy of
psychology to deal with the ques tion as to what the “soul” ac tu ally is.
This, how ever, places the Chris tian church in a strangely con tra dic tory
po si tion. What if psychology co mes to the con clu sion that a soul in dis -
tinc tion from the body does not ex ist? Or what if psychology gives an
elaborate the ory con cern ing the “es sence of the soul” that is com pletely
ori ented to the ground-motive of Greek phi los o phy or to the worldview of
mod ern hu man ism?

Does not the Chris tian church build on sand if it hon ors philo soph i cal
con struc tions of the soul pred i cated upon the con cepts of “im mor tal ity”
and “imperishability?” From its be gin ning, scho las tic the ol ogy tried to
push the church into this in trin si cally con tra dic tory po si tion by al low ing
the Greek con cep tion of the soul into the Ro man Cath o lic con fes sions.

But the rad i cal an tith e sis be tween the ground-motive of Holy Scrip ture
and the ground-motive of Greek “psychology” [32] can not be bridged.
Any con cep tion of body and soul that is de ter mined by the Greek
form-matter mo tive can not stand be fore the face of rev e la tion con cern ing
cre ation, fall, and re demp tion.

The ques tion as to what we are to re ally un der stand by “soul,” “spirit,”
or “heart” when deal ing with our hu man ex is tence is not a sci en tific but
rather a re li gious type of ques tion. This is be cause it is the ques tion that
asks where hu man life finds its re li gious root-unity. The soul is the re li -
gious fo cal point of hu man ex is tence wherein all tem po ral, di verg ing rays
come to gether be fore the prism of time breaks up the light from which
they orig i nate.

As long as we fo cus our at ten tion on our tem po ral ex is tence we dis cover
noth ing but a be wil der ing va ri ety of as pects and func tions: num ber, space,
motion, or ganic func tions of life, func tions of emotional feel ing, log i cal
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func tions of thought, func tions of his tor i cal de vel op ment, so cial, lin gual,
eco nomic, aes thetic, jural, moral, and faith func tions. But where amongst
these func tions does the deeper unity of one's ex is tence lie? If one keeps
look ing only at the tem po ral di ver sity of one's func tions on the ba sis of the
var i ous as pects of reality as these as pects are in ves ti gated by the var i ous ac -
a demic dis ci plines, one will never come to true self- knowledge. One's gaze
will re main dis persed and con fused in the im mense di ver sity of it all. We
can ob tain gen u ine self-knowledge only by way of re li gious con cen tra tion,
when we draw to gether the to tal ity of our ex is tence, which di verges within
time in a mul ti plic ity of func tions, and fo cus it upon our au then tic, fun da -
men tal re la tion ship to God, who is the ab so lute and sin gle or i gin and cre ator 
of all that is.

Be cause of the fall, how ever, no per son can any lon ger at tain this true
self-knowledge. Self-knowledge, ac cord ing to Scrip ture, is com pletely
de pend ent on true knowl edge of God, which hu man kind lost when apos -
tate ground-motives took pos ses sion of its heart. Hu man kind was cre ated
in God’s im age, but when it lost the true knowl edge of God it also lost the
true knowl edge of it self.

The “soul” is the re li gious fo cal point of hu man ex is tence. In it all the
di verg ing beams of light co in cide be fore, from this source, it is re fracted
by the prism of time.  Augustine once re mem bered that in a cer tain sense
the soul is iden ti cal to our re la tion ship with God.

An apos tate ground-motive forces hu man kind to see it self in the im age
of its idol. For this rea son Greek “psychology” could never grasp the re li -
gious root-unity of be ing hu man and never pen e trated to what is truly
called the “soul,” the re li gious cen ter of hu man ex is tence. When the mat -
ter mo tive dom i nated Greek thought, the soul was seen merely as a form -
less and im per sonal life principle caught up in the stream of life. The mat -
ter mo tive did not ac knowl edge “individual im mor tal ity.” Death was the
end of a per son as an individual be ing. One's individual form of life was
again nec es sar ily de stroyed so that the great cy cle of life could go on.

With Or phic thought this would come to be seen as a ra tio nal, in vis i ble
form and substance. It orig i nated in heaven and ex isted com pletely [33]
apart from the ma te rial body. But this “ra tio nal soul” (anima rationalis, as 
it would later be called in scho las tic the ol ogy) was it self noth ing more
than a the o ret i cal ab strac tion from the tem po ral ex is tence of the hu man
be ing. It was com prised of an ab stracted and se lec tive com pi la tion of only 
some of the many and var i ous func tions of a hu man be ing, namely only
the func tion of feel ing, the func tion of log i cal think ing and as sess ment,
and the func tion of faith. This “ra tio nal soul” was seen as the in vis i ble
individual form of a hu man be ing, which, just like the Olympian gods,
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pos sessed im mor tal ity. The “ma te rial” body, on the other hand, was
viewed as be ing en tirely sub ject to the cy cle of life, death and re birth.1

The “ra tio nal soul,” then, was said to be char ac ter ized by the the o ret i -
cal-log i cal func tion of thought. One finds many dif fer ences in the de vel -
op ment of this philo soph i cal con cep tion. Plato and Ar is totle, for ex am ple, 
changed their views through out the dif fer ent phases of their lives. I will
not pur sue this here, but it is im por tant to men tion that their con cep tion of
the ra tio nal soul was in sep a ra bly re lated to their idea of the di vine. Both
Plato and Ar is totle be lieved that the truly di vine re sided only in the o ret i cal
thought di rected to the im per ish able and in vis i ble form-world of be ing. The 
Ar is to te lian god was ab so lute the o ret i cal thought, the equiv a lent of pure
form. Its ab so lute coun ter part was the mat ter prin ci ple, char ac ter ized by
eter nal, form less mo tion or be com ing.

If the the o ret i cal ac tiv ity of thought is di vine and im mor tal, then it must
be able to ex ist out side of the per ish able, ma te rial body. To the Greeks the
body was ac tu ally the an ti pode of the o ret i cal thought. For this rea son, the
“ra tio nal soul” could not be the re li gious root-unity of tem po ral hu man
ex is tence. Time af ter time the am bi gu ity within the re li gious ground-mo -
tive placed the form prin ci ple in ab so lute op po si tion to the mat ter prin ci -
ple. The ground-mo tive did not al low for a rec og ni tion of the root-unity of 
hu man na ture. For Plato and Ar is totle, just as God was not the Cre ator in
the sense of an ab so lute and sole or i gin of all that ex ists, so also the hu man 
soul was not the ab so lute root-unity of the tem po ral ex pres sions in hu man
life. In con for mity with their Greek con cep tion, the soul’s ac tiv ity of the o -
ret i cal thought al ways stood over against what ever was sub ject to the mat -
ter prin ci ple of eter nal be com ing. Greek thought never ar rived at the truth, 
re vealed first by Holy Writ, that hu man think ing springs from the deeper
cen tral unity of the whole of hu man life. Be cause this unity is re li gious, it
de ter mines and tran scends the func tion of the o ret i cal thought.

Scrip ture says: “Keep your heart with all vig i lance; for from it flow the
springs of life” [Prov erbs 4:23]. “Bib li cal psy chol ogy” may not de na ture
this to a mere ex pres sion of Jew ish wis dom or un der stand it sim ply as a
typ i cal in stance of Jew ish lan guage us age. Who ever reads Scrip ture in
this way fails to rec og nize that Scrip ture is di vine Word- revelation which
can only be un der stood through the op er a tion of the Holy Spirit out of its
di vine ground-mo tive. [34]

The preg nant re li gious mean ing of what the soul, spirit, or heart of a
per son ac tu ally is, can not be un der stood apart from the di vine ground-
 motive of cre ation, fall, and re demp tion. We have pointed out that this
ground- motive is in te gral (en com pass ing) and rad i cal (pen e trat ing the
root of creatureliness) in na ture. Those who take their stand upon this in te -
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gral and rad i cal ground-mo tive come to the con clu sion that there is an ab -
so lute and un bridge able an tith e sis be tween the Greek con cep tion of the
re la tion be tween the soul and the body and the scrip tural con cep tion of the 
Chris tian re li gion. The for mer is de ter mined by the apos tate ground-
 motive of form and mat ter while the lat ter is de ter mined by the scrip tural
ground-mo tive of cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je sus Christ. The 
for mer, at least as long as it con sis tently fol lows the Greek ground-mo tive
in its dualistic di rec tion, leads to a di chot omy or split in the tem po ral ex is -
tence of a per son be tween a “per ish able, ma te rial body” and an “im mor tal, 
ra tio nal soul.” The scrip tural ground-mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion,
how ever, re veals to us that the soul or spirit of a hu man be ing is the ab so -
lute cen tral root-unity or the heart of the whole of that per son’s ex is tence,
be cause the hu man be ing has been cre ated in God’s im age; fur ther, it re -
veals that hu man kind has fallen away from God in the spir i tual root of its
ex is tence; and, fi nally, it re veals that in the heart or fo cal point of a per -
son’s ex is tence, the life of that per son is re di rected to God through
Christ’s re demp tive work.

In this cen tral spir i tual unity a per son is not sub ject to tem po ral or
bodily death. Here too the ab so lute an tith e sis ob tains. In dis tinc tion from
the Greek-Or phic be lief in im mor tal ity that per me ated scho las tic the ol -
ogy by way of Plato and Ar is totle, Scrip ture teaches us no where that a per -
son can res cue a “di vine part” of one’s tem po ral be ing from the grave. It
does not teach us that an in vis i ble, sub stan tial form or an ab stract com plex 
of func tions com posed of feel ing and think ing can sur vive bodily death.
While it is true that tem po ral or bodily death can not touch the soul or spirit 
of a per son, the soul is not an ab strac tion from tem po ral ex is tence. It is the
full, spir i tual root-unity of a per son. In this unity the hu man be ing tran -
scends tem po ral life.

Fall, re demp tion through Je sus Christ, and the rev e la tion of cre ation are
unbreakably con nected in the Chris tian ground-mo tive. Apos tate ground-
 motives do not ac knowl edge sin in its rad i cally scrip tural sense; for sin
can only be un der stood in true self-knowl edge, which is the fruit of God’s
Word-rev e la tion. To be sure, Greek re li gious con scious ness knew of a
con flict in hu man life, but it in ter preted that con flict as a bat tle in a per son
be tween the prin ci ples of form and mat ter. This bat tle be came ap par ent in
the con flict be tween un con trolled sen sual de sires and rea son. Sen sual de -
sires, which arose from the life stream and ran through one's blood, ought
to be con trolled by rea son. In this view rea son was the for ma tive prin ci ple
of hu man na ture, the prin ci ple of har mony and mea sure. Sen sual de sires
were form less and in con stant flux; they [35] were be yond mea sure and
limit. The mat ter prin ci ple, the prin ci ple of the ever flow ing earthly life
stream, be came the self-de ter min ing prin ci ple of evil. The Orphics, for
ex am ple, be lieved that the ma te rial body was an un clean prison or grave
for the ra tio nal soul. Those who ca pit u lated to their sen sual de sires and
drives re jected the guid ance of rea son. They were con sid ered mor ally
guilty in this Greek con cep tion. Nev er the less, rea son was of ten pow er less be -
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fore Anang ke, the blind fate that was at work in those bound less drives.
Hence the state with its co er cive pow ers needed to help the av er age cit i zen
grow ac cus tomed to vir tue.

Mod ern hu man ism rec og nized a bat tle in a per son only be tween sen sual
“na ture” (con trolled by the nat u ral-scientific law of cause and ef fect) and
the ra tio nal free dom of hu man per son al ity. Hu man kind’s moral duty was to 
act as an au ton o mous, free per son al ity. If a per son showed a weak ness for
sen sual “na ture,” that per son was con sid ered guilty. Hu man ism, how ever,
does not show hu man be ings a road to wards re demp tion.

The con trasts be tween mat ter and form in Greek eth ics and be tween na -
ture and free dom in hu man is tic eth ics were op er a tive not in the re li gious
root of hu man life but in its tem po ral ex pres sions. How ever, they were
absolutized in a re li gious sense. As a re sult the Greek and hu man is tic no -
tions of guilt de pend strictly on the di a lec ti cal move ments be tween the op -
pos ing poles of both ground-mo tives. Guilt arose from a de val u a tion of
one part of a per son’s be ing over against an other (de i fied) part. In re al ity,
of course, one part never func tions with out the other.

We shall see that Ro man Cath o lic doc trine cir cum vents the rad i cally
scrip tural mean ing of the fall with the idea that sin does not cor rupt the
nat u ral life of a per son but only causes the loss of the su pra-tem po ral gift
of grace. It does ac knowl edge that “na ture” is weak ened and wounded by
orig i nal sin. Nev er the less, the du al ism be tween na ture and grace in the
Ro man Cath o lic ground-mo tive stands in the way of fully com pre hend ing 
the real mean ing of sin, even if Ro man Cath o lic doc trine far sur passes
Greek thought and hu man ism with re spect to the no tion of guilt.

Common Grace
In its rev e la tion of the fall into sin, the Word of God pen e trates through
to the root and the re li gious cen ter of hu man na ture. The fall meant
apos tasy from God in the heart and soul, in the re li gious cen ter and spir -
i tual root, of hu man kind. Apos tasy from the ab so lute source of life sig -
ni fied spir i tual death. The fall into sin was in deed rad i cal and swept
with it the en tire tem po ral world pre cisely be cause the lat ter finds its re -
li gious root-unity only in hu man kind. Ev ery con cep tion that in volves a
de nial of this rad i cal mean ing of the fall into sin stands squarely in op -
po si tion to the scrip tural ground-mo tive. This is so even if it hangs on to 
the term “rad i cal,” as, for ex am ple, the great [36] hu man ist thinker Kant 
did in his dis course on the “rad i cal evil” (Radikal-Böse) in the hu man
be ing. Any con cep tion that en tails a de nial of the bib li cal mean ing of
rad i cal knows nei ther the real hu man be ing, nor God, nor the depth of
sin.

The rev e la tion of the fall, how ever, does not sig nify the rec og ni tion of
an au ton o mous, self-determining principle of or i gin in jux ta po si tion to
the Cre ator. Sin ex ists only in a false re la tion to God and is there fore
never in de pend ent of the Cre ator. If there were no God there could be no
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sin. The pos si bil ity of sin, as the apos tle Paul pro foundly ex pressed it, was 
ini tially cre ated by God's law. With out the law which com mands good
there could be no evil. But the same law makes it pos si ble for the crea ture
to ex ist. With out the law the hu man be ing would sink into noth ing ness;
the law de ter mines that per son’s hu man ity. Since sin there fore has no
self-de termining ex is tence of its own over against God the Cre ator, it is
not able to in tro duce an ul ti mate dualism into cre ation. The or i gin of cre -
ation is not two fold. Satan him self is a crea ture, who, in his cre ated free -
dom, vol un tarily fell away from God.

The di vine Word – through which all things were cre ated, as we learn
from the pro logue to the Gos pel of John – be came flesh in Je sus Christ. It
en tered into the root and tem po ral ex pres sions, into heart and life, into
soul and body of hu man na ture; and for this very rea son it brought about a
rad i cal re demp tion: the re birth of hu man kind and, in it, of the en tire cre -
ated tem po ral world which finds in hu man kind its cen ter.

By his cre at ing Word, through which all things were made and which
be came flesh as Re deemer, God also up holds the fallen world through his
“com mon grace,” that is, the grace given to the com mu nity of hu man kind
as a whole, with out dis tinc tion be tween re gen er ate and apos tate peo ple.
For also those who have been re deemed, con tinue, in their sin ful na ture, to 
be part of fallen hu man kind. Through com mon grace the spread of sin is
held at bay and the uni ver sal demonization of hu man kind is re strained so
that ev ery where sparks of God's Light of might, good ness, truth, righ -
teous ness, and beauty may shine even in cul tures di rected by apostasy.
Ear lier we al ready pointed to the sig nif i cance of Ro man civil law as an ex -
am ple of the fruit of com mon grace.

In his com mon grace God first of all up holds the or di nances of his cre -
ation and through them he main tains “hu man na ture.” These or di nances
are the same for Chris tians and non-Christians. God’s com mon grace is
ev i dent in that even the most antigodly rul ers must con tin u ally bow and
ca pit u late be fore God’s de crees if they are to see en dur ing pos i tive re sults
from their labors. But wher ever these or di nances in their di ver sity within
time are not grasped and obeyed in the light of their re li gious root (the re li -
gious love com mand ment of ser vice to God and neigh bor), such ver i ta ble
ca pit u la tion or sub jec tion to these or di nances re mains in ci den tal and
piece meal. Thus apos tate cul ture al ways re veals a [37] dis har mony aris -
ing out of an idol a trous absolutization of cer tain as pects of God’s cre ation
at the cost of other, equally es sen tial, as pects. 

God’s com mon grace re veals it self not only in the up hold ing of his cre -
ation or di nances but also in the individual gifts and tal ents given by God
to spe cific peo ple. Great states men, think ers, art ists, in ven tors, etc., can be 
of rel a tive bless ing to hu man kind in tem po ral life, even if the direction of
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their lives is ruled by the spirit of apostasy. In this too one sees how bless -
ing is mixed with curse, light with dark ness.

In all of this it is im per a tive to un der stand that “com mon grace” does not 
weaken or elim i nate the an tith e sis (op po si tion) be tween the ground- mo tive
of the Chris tian re li gion and the apos tate ground-motives. Com mon
grace, in fact, can be un der stood only on the ba sis of the an tith e sis. It be -
gan with the prom ise made in par a dise that God would put en mity be -
tween the seed of the ser pent and the seed of the woman from which the
Christ would be born. The re li gious root of com mon grace is Christ Je sus
him self, who is its King, apart from whom God would not look upon his
fallen cre ation with grace.

There should no lon ger be any dif fer ence of opin ion con cern ing this
mat ter in Reformational-Christian cir cles. For if one tries to con ceive of
com mon grace apart from Christ by at trib ut ing it ex clu sively to God as
cre ator, then one drives a wedge in the Chris tian ground-motive be tween
cre ation and re demp tion. Then one in tro duces an in ter nal split within the
Chris tian ground-motive, through which it loses its rad i cal and in te gral
char ac ter. (Rad i cal and in te gral here mean: ev ery thing is re lated to God in 
its re li gious root.) Then one for gets that com mon grace is shown to all hu -
man kind – and in hu man kind to the whole tem po ral world – as a still un di -
vided whole, solely be cause hu man kind is re deemed and re born in Christ
and also be cause hu man kind embraced in Christ still shares in fallen hu -
man na ture un til the ful fill ment of all things.

But in Christ’s bat tle against the king dom of dark ness, Christ’s king -
ship over the en tire do main af fected by com mon grace is in te gral and
com plete. For this rea son, it is in com mon grace that the spir i tual an tith e -
sis as sumes its char ac ter of em brac ing the whole of tem po ral life. That
God lets the sun rise over the just and the un just, that he grants gifts and
tal ents to be liev ers and un be liev ers alike – all this is not grace for the
apos tate individual, but for all of hu man kind in Christ. It is gra tia
communis, com mon grace rooted in the Re deemer of the world.

The reign of com mon grace will not cease un til the fi nal judg ment at the 
close of his tory, when the re born cre ation will be lib er ated from its par tic i -
pa tion in the sin ful root of hu man na ture and will spar kle with the high est
per fec tion through the com mu nion of the Holy Spirit. Then God’s righ -
teous ness will ra di ate even in Satan and in the wicked as a con fir ma tion of 
the ab so lute sov er eignty of the Cre ator. [38]

Shown to God’s fallen cre ation as a still un di vided to tal ity, the rev e la -
tion of God’s com mon grace guards the truly scrip tural Chris tian com mu -
nity against sec tar ian “high-mindedness” which leads some Chris tians to
flee from the world and re ject with out fur ther ado what ever arises in west -
ern cul ture out side of the im me di ate in flu ence of re li gion. Sparks of the
orig i nal glory of God’s cre ation still shine in ev ery phase of cul ture, to a
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greater or lesser de gree, even if its de vel op ment has oc curred un der the
guid ance of apos tate spir i tual pow ers. Hu man kind can not deny this with -
out be ing guilty of gross in grat i tude.

It is the will of God that we have been born in west ern cul ture, just as
Christ ap peared in the midst of a Jew ish cul ture in which Greco-Roman
in flu ences were ev i dent on all sides. But, as we said ear lier, this can never
mean that the rad i cal an tith e sis be tween Chris tian and apos tate ground-
 motives loses its force in the “area of com mon grace.” The man ner in
which scrip tural Chris tian ity must be en riched by the fruits of clas si cal
and hu man is tic cul ture can only be a rad i cal and crit i cal one. Chris tians
must never ab sorb the ground-motive of an apos tate cul ture into their lives 
and thoughts. They must never strive to syn the size or bridge the gap be -
tween an apos tate ground-motive and the ground- motive of the Chris tian
re li gion. Finally, they must never deny that the an tith e sis, from out of the
re li gious root, cuts di rectly through the is sues of tem po ral life. [39]
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Chapter 2

Sphere Sovereignty
The scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion – cre ation, fall
and re demp tion through Christ Je sus – op er ates through God’s Spirit as
a driv ing force in the re li gious root of tem po ral life. As soon as it takes
hold of you com pletely, it brings about a rad i cal conversion of your
life- stance and of the whole view of tem po ral life. The depth of this
conversion can be de nied only by those who fail to do jus tice to the
integrality and radicality of the Chris tian ground-motive. Those who
weaken the ab so lute an tith e sis in a fruit less ef fort to link this ground-
 motive with the ground-motives of apos tate re li gions in ef fect end up
tak ing part in such a de nial.

But those who by grace come to true knowl edge of God and them selves
in ev i ta bly ex pe ri ence spir i tual lib er a tion from the yoke of sin and from
sin’s bur den upon their view of re al ity, even though they know that sin
will not cease in their lives. They re al ize noth ing in cre ated re al ity of fers
the foun da tions or foot hold as a re li able ba sis for their ex is tence. They
grasp how tem po ral re al ity and its nuanced mul ti fac eted as pects and
struc tures are con cen trated as a whole in the re li gious root-community of
the spir i tual di men sion of hu man kind. They see that tem po ral re al ity
searches rest lessly in the hu man heart for its di vine or i gin, and they un der -
stand that the cre ation can not rest un til it rests in God.

Cre ation and Sphere Sov er eignty

Cre ated re al ity dis plays a great va ri ety of as pects or modes of be ing in
the tem po ral or der. These as pects break up the spir i tual and re li gious
root-unity of cre ation into a wealth of col ors, just as light re fracts into
[40] the hues of the rain bow when it passes through a prism. Num ber,
space, mo tion, or ganic life, emo tional feel ing, log i cal dis tinc tion, his tor -
i cal de vel op ment of cul ture, sym bolic sig ni fi ca tion, so cial in ter ac tion,
eco nomic value, aes thetic har mony, law, moral val u a tion, and cer tainty
of faith com prise the as pects of re al ity. They are ba si cally the fields in -
ves ti gated by the var i ous mod ern spe cial sci ences: math e mat ics, the nat -
u ral sci ences (phys ics and chem is try), bi ol ogy (the sci ence of or ganic
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life), psy chol ogy, logic, his tory, lin guis tics, so ci ol ogy, eco nom ics, aes -
thet ics, le gal the ory, eth ics or moral sci ence, and the ol ogy which stud ies 
di vine rev e la tion in Chris tian and non-Christian faith. Each spe cial sci -
ence con sid ers re al ity in only one of its as pects.

Imag ine now a sci ence that be gins to in ves ti gate these dis tinct as pects
of re al ity with out the light of the true knowl edge of God and self. The pre -
dic a ment of this sci ence is sim i lar to that of a per son who sees the col ors of 
the rain bow but knows noth ing of the un bro ken light from which they
arise. To that per son the col ors ap pear to in ter min gle with each other. If
one were to ask such a per son where the dif fer ent col ors came from,
would that per son not be in clined to con sider one color the or i gin of the
oth ers? Or would that per son be able to dis cover cor rectly the mu tual re la -
tion and co her ence be tween them? If not, then how would one know each
color ac cord ing to its own in trin sic na ture? If one were not color blind one
would cer tainly make dis tinc tions but would likely be gin with the color
per ceived to be most strik ing and ar gue that the oth ers were merely shades 
of the absolutized color.

The sit u a tion for those who think they can find the ba sis and start ing
point for a view of tem po ral re al ity in sci ence is no dif fer ent. Time and
again they will be in clined to pres ent one as pect of re al ity (or ganic life,
feel ing, his tor i cal de vel op ment of cul ture, or any of the oth ers) as re al ity
in its com plete ness. They will then re duce all the oth ers to the point where
all of them be come dif fer ent man i fes ta tions of the absolu tized as pect.
Think for in stance of Goe the’s Faust, where Faust says: “Feel ing is ev ery -
thing” [Gefühl ist alles].1 Or think of mod ern ma te ri al ism, which re duces
all of tem po ral re al ity to par ti cles of mat ter in mo tion. Con sider the mod -
ern nat u ral is tic phi los o phy of life, which sees ev ery thing one-sidedly in
terms of the de vel op ment of or ganic life.

Actually, what drives us to absolutize is not sci ence as such but an idol -
a trous ground-motive that takes hold of our think ing. Sci ence can only
yield knowl edge of re al ity through the the o ret i cal anal y sis of its many as -
pects. It teaches us noth ing con cern ing the deeper unity or or i gin of these
as pects. Only re li gion makes us ask for this unity and or i gin, be cause in
[41] call ing us to know God and our selves, it drives us to con cen trate all
that is rel a tive onto the ab so lute ground and or i gin of all things. Once an
apos tate ground-motive takes hold of us, it com pels our think ing to abso -
lutize the rel a tive and to de ify the crea ture. In this way false re li gious prej -
u dices darken our con cep tion of the struc ture of re al ity.

Those who absolutize one as pect of cre ated re al ity can not com pre hend
this or any of its other as pects on the ba sis of their own in ner char ac ter.
They have a false, an un true view of re al ity. Al though this cer tainly does
not pre clude their dis cov er ing var i ous im por tant mo ments of truth, they
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in te grate these mo ments into a false view of the to tal ity of re al ity. Pre -
cisely in this way they be come the most dan ger ous and poisonous weap -
ons of the spirit of de cep tion.

Historicism
To day we live un der the do min ion of an idol a trous view of re al ity that
absolutizes the his tor i cal as pect of cre ation. It calls it self dy namic, be -
liev ing that all of re al ity moves and un folds his tor i cally. It di rects its
po lemic against static views that ad here to fixed truths. It con sid ers re al -
ity one-sidedly in the light of his tor i cal be com ing and de vel op ment, ar -
gu ing that ev ery thing is purely his tor i cal in char ac ter. This “histori -
cism,” as it is called, knows of no eter nal values. All of life is caught up
in the stream of his tor i cal de vel op ment. From this view point the truths
of the Chris tian faith are just as rel a tive and tran sient as the ide als of the 
French Revolution.

There are many mo ments of truth in the historicistic view of re al ity. All
tem po ral things do in deed have a his tor i cal as pect. His tor i cal de vel op -
ment oc curs in sci en tific en deavor, in so ci ety, in art, in hu man “ide als,”
and even in the rev e la tion of God’s Word. Still, the his tor i cal side re mains 
merely one as pect of the full re al ity given to us in time. The other as pects
can not be re duced to it. It does not reach the root-unity and ab so lute or i gin 
of re al ity. Be cause historicism absolutizes the his tor i cal as pect, its el e -
ments of truth are dan ger ous weap ons of the spirit of de cep tion. Like the
tempt ing words the ser pent spoke to Eve in par a dise, “You will be like
God, know ing the dis tinc tion be tween good and evil” [Gen e sis 3:5],
historicism con tains a half-truth.

The scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion lib er ates our
view of re al ity from the false prej u dices im posed upon us by idol a trous
ground-motives. The mo tive of cre ation con tin u ally drives us to ex am ine
the in ner na ture, mu tual re la tion, and co her ence of all the as pects in God’s 
cre ated re al ity. When we be come con scious of this mo tive, we be gin to
see the rich ness of God’s cre ation in the great pluriformity and col or ful -
ness of its tem po ral as pects. Since we know the true or i gin and [42] the re -
li gious root-unity of these as pects through God’s rev e la tion, we do not
absolutize one as pect and re duce the oth ers, but we re spect each on the ba -
sis of its own in trin sic na ture and its own law. For God cre ated ev ery thing
af ter its kind.

The var i ous as pects of re al ity, there fore, can not be re duced to each
other in their mu tual re la tion. Each pos sesses a sov er eign sphere with re -
gard to the oth ers. Abra ham Kuyper called this sphere sov er eignty.

The cre ation mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion is en gaged in an ir rec on -
cil able con flict with the apos tate ten dency of the hu man heart to blur,
level, and erase the bound aries be tween the pe cu liar and in trin sic na tures
that God es tab lished in each of the many as pects of re al ity. For this rea son
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the prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty is of pow er ful, uni ver sal sig nif i cance
for one’s view of the re la tion of tem po ral life to the Chris tian re li gion.
This prin ci ple does not tol er ate a di chot omy (di vi sion) of tem po ral re al ity
into two mu tu ally op pos ing and mu tu ally sep a ra ble ar eas, such as “mat ter
and spirit” which we ob served in the Or phic Greek view. A dualistic view
of re al ity is al ways the re sult of the op er a tion of a dualistic ground-
 motive, which knows nei ther the true re li gious root-unity nor the true ab -
so lute or i gin of tem po ral re al ity.

The prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty is a creational prin ci ple which is
unbreakably con nected with the scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris tian
re li gion. It tells us of the mu tual irreducibility, in ner con nec tion, and in -
sep a ra ble co her ence of all the as pects of re al ity in the or der of time. If we
con sider log i cal think ing, for ex am ple, we find that it is em bed ded within
the log i cal as pect of tem po ral re al ity. While this as pect is ir re duc ible to
the oth ers, sov er eign in its own sphere, and sub ject to its own sphere of di -
vine laws (the laws for log i cal thought), it nev er the less re veals its in ter nal
na ture and its au ton omy only in an un break able co her ence with all the
other as pects of re al ity. If one at tempts to con ceive of the log i cal func tion
as ab so lute, that is, as in de pend ent of and apart from the func tions of feel -
ing, or ganic life, his tor i cal de vel op ment of cul ture, and so on, then it dis -
solves into noth ing ness. It does not ex ist by it self. It re veals its own true
na ture only in an in sep a ra ble co her ence with all the func tions which cre -
ated re al ity dis plays within time.

We should, there fore, re ally see that we can only think in a log i cal man -
ner as long as we are in our per ish able body which func tions physico-
 chemically and which in cor po rates or ganic life pro cesses. Our hope of
im mor tal ity is not rooted in log i cal think ing but in Christ Je sus. By the
light of God’s Word we know that our tem po ral life in all its as pects has a
spir i tual, re li gious root-unity that will not de cay with our tem po ral ex is -
tence. This unity, which tran scends our bodily life, is the im per ish able
soul. [43]

Two Types of Structure
The prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty has a con crete mean ing for our view 
of re al ity. As we saw ear lier, the scrip tural ground-motive rad i cally
trans forms one’s en tire view of tem po ral re al ity as soon as this mo tive
be gins to pen e trate one’s life. It then causes us to know again the true
struc ture of re al ity.

There are two types of struc ture within tem po ral re al ity. The first is the
struc ture of the var i ous as pects or modes of be ing we listed ear lier. One is
fa mil iar with these as pects only in di rectly in ev ery day life, where we ex -
pe ri ence them by way of the in di vid ual to tal i ties of con crete things,
events, so ci etal re la tion ships, etc. In the or di nary ex pe ri ence of our daily
life our at ten tion is fo cused en tirely on the lat ter and we are not in ter ested
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in fo cus ing on the dis tinct as pects them selves within which these con crete
things, events, and so ci etal re la tion ships ac tu ally  func tion. The lat ter fo -
cus co mes about only when we be gin to en gage in sci en tific thought.

A child, for ex am ple, may learn to count by mov ing the red and white
beads of an aba cus. Such a child be gins to learn nu mer i cal re la tion ships
by means of these beads, but soon sets the aba cus aside in or der to fo cus
on the re la tion ships them selves. This pro cess re quires a the o ret i cal ab -
strac tion for eign to or di nary ex pe ri ence. For the child the nu mer i cal as -
pect and its nu mer i cal re la tions be come a prob lem of log i cal con cep tu al -
iza tion. At first this raises dif fi cul ties. Children must learn to set re al ity
aside in their think ing, so to speak, in or der to fo cus on the nu mer i cal as -
pect alone. To carry out such a the o ret i cal anal y sis, they must sub tract
some thing from the full, given re al ity. The log i cal func tion, with which
one forms con cepts, thus as sumes a po si tion over against the non log i cal
as pect of num ber, which re sists the at tempt to con cep tu al ize it.

In ev ery day ex pe ri ence re al ity does not pres ent it self in those as pects
that thought chooses to ab stract from it, but in the struc ture of dif fer ent in -
di vid ual to tal i ties, such as things, events, acts, and so ci etal re la tion ships
(in volv ing the fam ily, the state, the church, the school, in dus try, etc.).
This is the sec ond, the con crete struc ture of re al ity (i.e., made up of in di -
vid ual to tal i ties) as it re veals it self to us in time and in which it shows it -
self in the ex pe ri ence of daily life. This struc ture is in sep a ra bly re lated to
the first. If one views the lat ter wrongly, it is im pos si ble to gain cor rect
the o ret i cal in sight into the for mer, as we shall see later.

Sphere Universality
If one de sires to un der stand the sig nif i cance of the creational prin ci ple
of sphere sov er eignty for hu man so ci ety in its full scope, then the mean -
ing of sphere sov er eignty for the in trin sic na ture, mu tual re la tion, and
co her ence of the as pects of re al ity (in clud ing the as pects of so ci ety)
must [44] first be un der stood. Ear lier we ob served that in their re li gious
root the var i ous as pects are one, just as the col ors of the rain bow are
uni fied in light which is not yet re fracted. De spite their dis tinc tive ness,
the as pects co here and in ter con nect in the all-em brac ing or der of time.
None ex ists ex cept in co her ence with all the oth ers. This uni ver sal co -
her ence and in ter con nec tion ex presses it self in the struc ture of each as -
pect.

Con sider, for ex am ple, the psy chi cal as pect of re al ity. In its core or nu -
cleus it is ir re duc ible to any other as pect. Nev er the less, in emo tional life
one dis cov ers the ex pres sion of an in ter nal co her ence with all the as pects
dis played by re al ity. Cer tainly, sen si tiv ity has a dis tinc tive life of its own,
namely that of sen sory emo tional life, which as such is only pos si ble on
the ba sis of or ganic life. Emo tional life is not the same as or ganic life, al -
though it in dis sol u bly co heres with the lat ter. In its “life mo ment,” there -
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fore, the as pect of feel ing is in trin si cally in ter wo ven with the bi otic as -
pect. Like wise, feel ing has an emo tional mo ment that binds psy chi cal life
to the physico-chemical pro cess of bodily mo tion. Even though emo tion,
which it self is noth ing more than the move ment of feel ing, can not be re -
duced to the mere mo tion of par ti cles of mat ter in the body, it is also true
that the move ment of feel ing can not oc cur with out chem i cal move ment.
Thus there is an in trin sic co her ence be tween the psy chi cal as pect and the
as pect of mo tion. Sim i larly, the feel ing of spa cious ness points to the con -
nec tion be tween psy chi cal life and the spa tial as pect. This mo ment cor re -
sponds to the sen sory space of aware ness in which one ob serves col ors,
sounds, hard ness or soft ness, and other prop er ties which can be per ceived
by the senses. Sen sory space is cer tainly quite dif fer ent from math e mat i -
cal space. Finally, the as pect of feel ing also man i fests an in ter nal plu ral ity
of emo tional im pres sions; this plu ral ity ex presses the con nec tion be tween 
feel ing and the nu mer i cal as pect.

But hu man emo tional life is not lim ited to a coherence with those as -
pects that pre cede the psy chi cal as pect of feel ing. It also un folds it self
within its own as pect in the as pects that fol low so that we can speak of log -
i cal feel ing, his tor i cal and cul tural feel ing, lin gual feel ing, feel ing for so -
cial con ven tion, feel ing for eco nomic value, aes thetic feel ing, moral feel -
ing, and the feel ing of faith cer tainty. In other words, the struc ture of the
psy chi cal as pect re flects a coherence with all the other as pects.1

The uni ver sal scope of our psy chi cal life does not let it self be curbed in
any way. Within its own sphere psy chi cal life is the in te gral and com plete
ex pres sion of God’s creational work. To gether with all the other as pects
of one’s tem po ral be ing, it finds its root-unity in the re li gious fo cus of ex -
is tence: the heart, soul, or spirit, where it is im pos si ble to flee from God.
From the re li gious cre ation mo tive of Holy Scrip ture one dis cov ers the ex -
pres sion of cre ation’s in te gral (com plete) and rad i cal (root pen e trat ing)
na ture in each of the as pects of God’s work of cre ation. In other words,
sphere sov er eignty, which guar an tees [45] the irreducibility of each dif -
fer ent sphere and pro tects their dis tinc tive laws, finds a cor re late in sphere 
uni ver sal ity, through which each as pect ex presses the uni ver sal co her ence 
of all the as pects in its own par tic u lar struc ture.
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1 Gen eral Ed i tor’s note: Al though Dooyeweerd clearly has the in ten tion of high light ing 
an tic i pa tions within the struc ture of the sen si tive as pect, he ac tu ally only men tions
retrocipations (see the glos sary for an ex pla na tion of these terms) from the var i ous
nor ma tive as pects to the sen si tive as pect. For ex am ple, his tor i cal feel ing (sen si tiv ity)
rep re sents a retrocipation from the his tor i cal as pect to the sen si tive as pect, whereas
emotional con trol il lus trates an an tic i pa tion from the sen si tive as pect to the his tor i cal
as pect. Fur ther on in the text, how ever, Dooyeweerd cor rectly speaks about emotional
trust and emotional cer tainty.



Sphere uni ver sal ity pro vides the ap par ent jus ti fi ca tion for those who
seek to absolutize a spe cific as pect of God’s im mea sur ably rich cre ation.
Let us take an ex am ple. Mis guided by an apos tate ground- motive, some -
one may seek to find the ba sic cer tainty of life in feel ing. When it turns out 
that all the as pects are re flected in psy chi cal life, what will pre vent that
some one from de clar ing that feel ing is the or i gin of num ber, space, mo -
tion, log i cal think ing, his tor i cal de vel op ment, and so forth? Why not ul ti -
mately iden tify faith with the feel ing of trust and cer tainty?

Our own faith can eas ily be un der mined and im pov er ished by such false 
emo tional mys ti cism. In Goe the’s Faust the na ive Gretchen (Mar ga ret)
asks the learned Dr. Faust whether or not he be lieves in God; he, the
thinker who has fallen into Sa tan’s power, re plies by point ing to the feel -
ing of hap pi ness that flows through us when we con tem plate heaven and
earth and when we ex pe ri ence love in court ship. He con tin ues with these
words:

Erfüll davon dein Herz, so grosz es ist,
Und wenn du ganz in dem Gefühle selig bist,
Nenn es dann, wie du willst,
Nenn’s Glück! Herz! Liebe! Gott!
Ich habe keinen Namen
Dafür! Gefühl ist alles;
Name ist Schall und Rauch.
Umnebelnd Himmelsglut.

Then let it fill your heart en tirely,
And when your rap ture in this feel ing is com plete,
Call it then as you will,
Call it bliss! heart! love! God!
I do not have a name
For this. Feel ing is ev ery thing;
Names are but sound and smoke
Be fog ging heaven’s blazes.1

Be sides the idol a try of the psy chi cal as pect there is idol a try of the other
as pects of re al ity. Vi tal ism, which de i fies an eter nally flow ing stream of 
life, is no less idola trously di rected than the re li gion of feel ing. Mod ern
historicism, which sets its hope for hu man ity on un end ing cul tural de -
vel op ment, is no less idol a trous than mod ern ma te ri al ism, which de -
clares that the as pect of mo tion in ves ti gated by the nat u ral  sciences is
the be gin ning and end of re al ity. [46]
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1 Goethte’s Faust. Wal ter Kaufmann, lines 3451-3458. The em pha sis is Dooye weerd’s.



Have we not now be gun to see how the re li gious ground-motive of our
life gov erns and de ter mines our whole view of re al ity? Is it not ob vi ous
that an ir rec on cil able an tith e sis is at work be tween the Chris tian re li gion
and the ser vice of an idol? In the light of the con flict be tween the dif fer ent
ground-motives, can we still main tain that the Chris tian re li gion is sig nif i -
cant only for our life of faith and not for our view of re al ity? Cer tainly not! 
At this point we can not es cape from our selves. The Chris tian re li gion can -
not be bar tered. It is not a trea sure that we can lock away among the rel ics
in an in ner cham ber. Ei ther it is a leaven that per me ates all of our life and
thought or it is noth ing more than a the ory which fails to touch us in -
wardly. 

But what does the Chris tian ground-motive have to do with the con crete 
needs of po lit i cal and so cial ac tion? This is the key is sue to day, es pe cially
for those who wit nessed the liq ui da tion of the var i ous Chris tian po lit i cal
par ties and or ga ni za tions dur ing the war. Af ter all, one might ar gue, the
Chris tian con fes sions of fer no an swers to the po lit i cal and so cial ques tions 
of the pres ent time. Cer tainly it is true that the church con fes sions do not
ad dress these prob lems. Their ec cle si as ti cal char ac ter keeps them from
ven tur ing into so cial is sues. But if the ground-motive of the Chris tian re li -
gion works in our lives, then it rad i cally changes even our view of the in -
ner na ture of the state and its re la tion to the other so ci etal spheres.
Through the Chris tian ground- motive we dis cover the true prin ci ples for
po lit i cal life and for so ci etal life as a whole. As we dis cover these prin ci -
ples, the an tith e sis be tween them and those of an apos tate ori en ta tion will
nec es sar ily be come ev i dent.

Society and Sphere Sovereignty

As a prin ci ple of the cre ation or der, sphere sov er eignty thus ob tains its
sec ond ap pli ca tion, since it also holds for the struc ture of so ci etal forms, 
such as the fam ily, the state, the church, the school, eco nomic en ter -
prise, and so on. As with the as pects of re al ity, our view of the in ner na -
ture, mu tual re la tion, and co her ence of the dif fer ent so ci etal spheres is
gov erned by our re li gious start ing point. The Chris tian ground-motive
pen e trates to the root-unity of all the so ci etal spheres that are dis tinct in
the tem po ral or der. From that root-unity it gives us in sight into the in -
trin sic na ture, mu tual re la tion, and co her ence of these spheres.

In terms of the scrip tural ground-motive, what is the unity of the dif fer -
ent spheres in so ci ety? It is the re li gious root-community of hu man kind
which fell in Adam but was re stored to com mu nion with God in Je sus
Christ. In the rev e la tion of this root-community of hu man kind, as the
foun da tion for all tem po ral, so ci etal re la tion ships, the Chris tian re li gion is 
po si tioned to stand in ab so lute an tith e sis to ev ery view of so ci ety that
absolutizes and de i fies any tem po ral so ci etal form. [47]
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We saw ear lier that for the Greeks the state was the to tal i tar ian com mu -
nity which hav ing first made hu man be ings truly hu man by means of its
cul tural rear ing, was there fore jus ti fied in de mand ing from peo ple their
en tire life in ev ery one of its spheres. The re li gious mo tive of form and
mat ter com pletely dom i nated this view. On the one hand hu man na ture
was con stantly threat ened by sen sual de sires and drives while on the other 
hand it was granted form and mea sure by the ac tiv ity of the polis. The
city-state was the bearer of the Greek cul ture re li gion, which de i fied such
dis tinct cul tural pow ers as sci ence, art, and com merce in the daz zling ar -
ray of the Olympian gods. We also saw that ini tially in Ro man cul ture two
so ci etal spheres op posed each other: the fa milia and the Ro man state.
Each rep re sented an ab so lute sphere of au thor ity. But dur ing the pe riod of
the Byzantine em pire the fa milia col lapsed and yielded to an un re strained
state ab so lut ism that mo nop o lized ev ery sphere of life, in clud ing the
Chris tian church.

In our own time we have wit nessed and ex pe ri enced the de monic tyr -
anny of a to tal i tar ian re gime. The Dutch na tion, his tor i cally de vel oped in
a mod ern con sti tu tional state that cir cum scribed the lib er ties of peo ple
and cit i zens with count less guar an tees (a state un doubt edly in spired by
both Chris tian and hu man is tic in flu ences), ex pe ri enced the bur den of to -
tal i tar ian rule as an in tol er a ble tyr anny. And what was the most pow er ful
prin cipial ba sis sup port ing the re sis tance? It was that creational prin ci ple
of sphere sov er eignty, rooted in the scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris -
tian re li gion. Nei ther the mod ern lib eral and so cial ist off shoots of hu man -
ism nor com mu nist Marx ism could strike this to tal i tar ian state ab so lut ism
in its re li gious root. Only when one’s eyes have been opened to the re li -
gious root-unity of hu man kind can one gain clear in sight into the es sen tial 
na ture, proper mu tual re la tion, and in ner co her ence of the var i ous so ci etal
spheres.

What then is the sig nif i cance of sphere sov er eignty for hu man so ci ety?
Sphere sov er eignty guar an tees each so ci etal sphere an in trin sic na ture and 
law of life. And with this guar an tee it pro vides the ba sis for an orig i nal
sphere of au thor ity and com pe tence de rived not from the au thor ity of any
other sphere but di rectly from the sov er eign au thor ity of God.

Since the time of Abra ham Kuyper the term sphere sov er eignty has be -
come com mon place as part of this coun try’s ev ery day lan guage. But the
pro fun dity of Kuyper’s in sight, with re spect to the na ture of the so cial
order – an in sight based on the ground-motive of the Chris tian religion –
was un der stood by rel a tively few peo ple at the time or since. The less it
was re al ized that this fun da men tal prin ci ple is rooted di rectly in the scrip -
tural ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion, the more sphere sov er eignty 
dis solved into an am big u ous po lit i cal slo gan that ev ery one could in ter pret 
in a dif fer ent way. The [48] in creas ingly historicis tic way of think ing par -
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tic u larly robbed the prin ci ple of its re li gious root, thereby ob scur ing its
true or i gin and sig nif i cance. If one views sphere  sovereignty merely as a
his tor i cal oc cur rence that some how be came rooted in the Dutch na tion’s
char ac ter as an ex pres sion of its peo ple’s love of free dom, then it fol lows
nat u rally that one might next want to de tach the whole con cept of sphere
sov er eignty from that of the con stant, in trin sic na ture of each of the var i -
ous so ci etal spheres.

For the new phase of his tory which we have en tered, the prin ci ple of
sphere sov er eignty, as now be ing ar tic u lated, would have the same mean -
ing as the con cep tion of func tional de cen tral iza tion [prop a gated by mod -
ern so cial ism]. This would mean that the dif fer ent spheres of so ci ety, as
in de pend ent parts, must be in cor po rated into the state while re tain ing a
cer tain au ton omy. The task of the state would then be de cen tral ized by
cre at ing mu nic i pal i ties, prov inces, and other parts of the state along side
“new or gans” en dowed with a pub lic le gal reg u la tory ju ris dic tion un der
fi nal su per vi sion of the cen tral gov ern ment. In this con cep tion the leg is la -
tive and ex ec u tive or gans of the cen tral gov ern ment must be “re lieved” of
a siz able share of their task by a trans fer of their au thor ity to “new or gans”
de rived from “so ci ety” it self. For mem bers of the So cial ist, Ro man Cath -
o lic, and Anti-rev o lu tion ary par ties, the prin ci ple of func tional de cen tral -
iza tion is thus left to pro vide com mon ground for co op er a tion. Thus
sphere sov er eignty, within ev ery new his tor i cal-po lit i cal sit u a tion, would
then as sume a dif fer ent mean ing.

How can one ex plain why this ba sic mis con cep tion of the prin ci ple of
sphere sov er eignty has be come so pro found? This we will con sider next.

His tory and Sphere Sov er eignty

In our pre ced ing dis cus sion we have be gun our ex pla na tion of the prac -
ti cal sig nif i cance of the creational prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty for
hu man so ci ety. We have pointed out that cur rently at tempts have been
made to de tach this prin ci ple from its re li gious root by sub sum ing it en -
tirely un der the his tor i cal as pect.

With historicism, the prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty takes on a purely
“dy namic” char ac ter, which can be var ied ac cord ing to the needs of the
time. In that way sphere sov er eignty, in which the an tith e sis, i.e., the jux -
ta po si tion be tween the scrip tural and the anti-Christian start ing points in
the de vel op ment of one’s view of re al ity which co mes so clearly to the
fore, could even be used as a build ing block in the most re cent at tempt to
find a synthesis (rec on cil i a tion) be tween Chris tian ity and hu man ism.1
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1 Gen eral Ed i tor’s note: At this point the orig i nal text con tains a sec tion almost fully
over lap ping with what was just ex plained. It reads as fol lows: “In this con cep tion the
leg is la tive and ex ec u tive or gans of the cen tral government must be “re lieved” of a siz -
able share of their task by a trans fer of their authority to “new or gans” de rived from



In or der to find an an swer to the ques tion of why this ba sic mis con cep -
tion of the prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty has be come so pro found, we
must re call that the nine teenth cen tury His tor i cal School in Ger many
strongly in flu enced anti-rev o lu tion ary po lit i cal thought, par tic u larly in its 
view of his tory. Al though the found ers of this school were de vout Lu ther -
ans, their worldview was com pletely [49] dom i nated by the historicism
that gained ground in hu man ist cir cles af ter the French Rev o lu tion.

By “historicism” I mean the philo soph i cal con cep tion that re duces the
whole of re al ity to an absolutized his tor i cal as pect. Historicism sees all of
re al ity as a prod uct of cease less his tor i cal de vel op ment of cul ture. It be -
lieves that ev ery thing is sub ject to con tin ual change. In con trast to the ra -
tio nal is tic think ers of the French Rev o lu tion, the historicists do not seek to 
con struct a just so cial or der from ab stract, ra tio nal prin ci ples which have
no re la tion to his tor i cal de vel op ment and the in di vid ual traits of a spe cific
na tional char ac ter. Rather, the fun da men tal the sis of the new his tor i cal
way of think ing is that the en tire po lit i cal and so cial or der is es sen tially a
his tor i cal and de vel op men tal phe nom e non. Its de vel op ment orig i nates in
a na tion’s in di vid ual char ac ter, the “na tional spirit” [Volksgeist], which is 
the his tor i cal germ of an en tire cul ture. The na tional spirit gen er ates a cul -
ture’s lan guage, so cial con ven tions, art, eco nomic sys tem, and ju rid i cal
or der.

Fol low ing the ex am ple of the math e mat i cal and nat u ral sci ences, ear lier 
hu man is tic the ory had al ways searched for the uni ver sally valid laws that
con trol re al ity. It con structed an “eter nal or der of nat u ral law” out of the
“ra tio nal na ture of hu man kind.” This or der was to tally in de pend ent of his -
tor i cal de vel op ment, and was valid for ev ery na tion at all times and in all
places. The ear lier ra tio nal is tic hu man ism dis played lit tle aware ness of
the in di vid ual traits of peo ples and na tions. All in di vid ual things were re -
garded as mere in stances or ex am ples of a uni ver sal rule and were re duced 
to a uni ver sal or der. This re duc tion high lights the ra tio nal is tic ten dency of 
this type of hu man is tic thought.
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“so ci ety” it self. The dif fer ent spheres of so ci ety must be in cor po rated into the state by
means of pub lic-le gal or ga ni za tion. But at the same time these spheres must be left
with rel a tive in de pend ence, a mea sure of autonomy, as was done with mu nic i pal i ties,
prov inces, and other parts of the state. These new or gans would then take over an im -
por tant part of the state’s task by es tab lish ing reg u la tory ju ris dic tion un der fi nal su per -
vi sion of the cen tral government. The reg u la tions of these new or gans would be main -
tained with pub lic-le gal sanc tions. In this way “authority” and “free dom” are to be
united in a har mo ni ous man ner. For mem bers of the So cial ist, Ro man Cath o lic, and
Anti- revo lutionary par ties, the principle of func tional decentralization is thus left to
pro vide com mon ground for co op er a tion. The sphere sov er eignty of the so ci etal struc -
tures would then as sume a dif fer ent mean ing with each new historical-po litical sit u a -
tion.”



But as a re sult of the po lar ity of its re li gious ground-mo tive, hu man ism
veered to the other ex treme af ter the French Rev o lu tion. Ra tio nal is tic hu -
man ism (in its view of re al ity ori ented to math e mat ics and mod ern nat u ral
sci ence), turned into irrationalistic hu man ism, which re jected all uni ver -
sally valid laws and or der. It el e vated in di vid ual po ten tial to the sta tus of
law. Irrationalistic hu man ism was not in spired by the ex act math e mat i cal
and nat u ral sci ences but by art and the sci ence of his tory. Art re vealed the
“ge nius” and unique ness of in di vid u al ity. “Ro man ti cism,” which for a
time dom i nated west ern cul ture dur ing the Res to ra tion pe riod af ter Na po -
leon’s fall, was the source of the view of re al ity de fended by the His tor i cal 
School.

When the His tor i cal School at tempted to un der stand the en tire cul ture,
lan guage, art, ju ris pru dence, and the eco nomic and so cial or ders in terms
of the his tor i cal de vel op ment of an individual na tional spirit, it el e vated
the na tional char ac ter to the sta tus of the or i gin of or der. It there fore de -
nied the truth that the individual crea ture al ways re mains sub ject to law. It 
ar gued that if the individual po ten tial of a per son or na tion is the only law
for de vel op ment and ac tion, then this po ten tial [50] can not be eval u ated in 
terms of a uni ver sally valid law. Ac cord ingly, any na tion was con sid ered
to act rightly and le git i mately if it sim ply fol lowed the his tor i cal fate or
goal im plicit in its individual po ten tial or dis po si tion.1

This view of re al ity was historicistic in the sense ex plained above. Al -
though the His tor i cal School fun da men tally re jected the va lid ity of gen -
eral laws, it nev er the less tried to com pen sate for this by seek ing to reach a
kind of com pro mise with the Chris tian be lief in “di vine prov i dence.” It
pro claimed di vine prov i dence to be a “hid den” law of his tory, ar gu ing that 
God’s prov i dence rules the his tory of a na tion. As the Chris tian mask was
laid aside, “prov i dence” was re placed by Schicksal, the his tor i cal des tiny
or fate of a na tion. Schicksal played the same role as di vine prov i dence; it
op er ated as a norm for the de vel op ment of a na tional char ac ter.

Care ful read ers will have noted how closely this view ap proaches that
of the spir i tual at mo sphere of na tional socialism and its ap peal to
providence, to the “Des tiny of the Ger man Peo ple” [Schicksal des
deutschen Volkes]. We will do well to keep the af fin ity be tween na tional
socialism and the His tor i cal School in mind, for later we shall see that na -
zism must in es sence be con sid ered a de gen er ate fruit of the historicism
prop a gated by the His tor i cal School.

The His tor i cal School strongly em pha sized the bond be tween past and
pres ent. It held that cul ture, lan guage, art, law, eco nom ics, and the so cial
or der arise and de velop from the na tional char ac ter both un con sciously
and apart from any for ma tive in flu ence of the hu man will. For the His tor i -
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1 Gen eral Ed i tor’s note: The Eng lish trans la tion gen er al ized Ro man ti cism’s spe cific
ref er ence to the Ger man peo ple.



cal School, tra di tion works as an un con scious power in his tory. It is the
op er a tion of God’s prov i den tial guid ance or, ex pressed less Chris tianly,
of Schicksal, the des tiny of a peo ple.

Friedrich Julius Stahl
The founder of the anti-rev o lu tion ary po lit i cal phi los o phy in Ger many,
Friedrich Jul ius Stahl [1802-1861] (who greatly in flu enced Groen van
Prinsterer’s sec ond pe riod of in tel lec tual de vel op ment; that is, af ter
1850), tried to in cor po rate this Ro man tic view of his tory into a scrip tur -
ally Chris tian ap proach.1 He failed to see that the historicistic world -
view ad vo cated by the His tor i cal School was com pletely dom i nated by
a hu man is tic re li gious ground-mo tive. Ac cord ing to Stahl, ev ery thing in 
the his tor i cal de vel op ment of a na tion that has come about through the
si lent work ings of tra di tion “in de pend ently of hu man ef forts,”  must be
seen as a rev e la tion of God’s guid ance in [51] his tory and must be ac -
cepted as a norm or di rec tive for fur ther de vel op ment. Stahl was fully
aware of the dan gers in her ent in such a view of di vine prov i dence as a
di rec tive for hu man ac tion. He rec og nized that within tra di tion good
may be mixed with evil. For this rea son he looked for a higher “uni ver -
sally valid” norm for ac tion that could serve as a touch stone for the his -
tor i cal de vel op ment of a na tion. He be lieved that he had found this
norm in the re vealed “moral law,” viz., the ten com mand ments. His con -
clu sion was as fol lows: one ought to ac cept as a norm for ac tion the tra -
di tion of na tional his tor i cal de vel op ment in the sense of God’s guid ance 
in his tory in so far as this de vel op ment does not con flict with an ex -
pressly re vealed com mand ment of God. Stahl was there fore able to call
the norm for his tor i cal de vel op ment a “sec ond ary norm.” One could al -
ways ap peal to the pri mary norm re vealed in the law of the ten com -
mand ments. With this res er va tion, the irrationalistic view of his tory was 
in cor po rated into anti-revo lutionary po lit i cal thought. Af ter Stahl,
Groen van Prinsterer fol lowed suit, call ing the anti-rev o lu tion ary move -
ment the “Chris tian-his tor i cal” move ment.

The His tor i cal School con tained a so-called Germanistic wing which
spe cial ized in the le gal his tory of the Ger manic peo ples. Its in flu ence
upon Stahl and Groen van Prinsterer is un mis tak able.

Be fore the Ger manic coun tries sup ple mented in dig e nous law with Ro -
man law in the fif teenth cen tury, so ci ety and its le gal or der were still
largely un dif fer en ti ated. In gen eral there was no aware ness of the idea of
the state as a res publica, an in sti tu tion es tab lished for the sake of the com -
mon good, nor of the idea of civil law, which rec og nizes the in di vid ual hu -
man be ing as a le gal sub ject, en dowed with le gal rights re gard less of that
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per son’s mem ber ship in spe cific com mu ni ties. With the in flu ence of Ro -
man law these ba sic ideas were grad u ally ac cepted in con ti nen tal Eu rope
but they were gen er ally put into prac tice only as a re sult of the French
Rev o lu tion.

In the Mid dle Ages un dif fer en ti ated com mu nal spheres were prom i nent 
ev ery where. They car ried out all those tasks for which, at a more highly
de vel oped cul tural level, dif fer en ti ated com mu ni ties come into be ing. In
the coun try side, for in stance, the un dif fer en ti ated com mu nity was the
manor. The owner of a manor had the le gal com pe tence to par tic i pate in
ju di cial mat ters and to is sue le gal sum monses and or di nances which cov -
ered nearly ev ery area of so ci ety. The owner of large feu dal land hold ings
was en dowed with priv i leges which gave him the le gal right to act as lord
over ev ery per son do mi ciled on his es tate. In the me di eval cit ies the guilds 
were the un dif fer en ti ated units which si mul ta neously dis played an ec cle -
si as ti cal, in dus trial, and at times even a po lit i cal struc ture. These guilds
were of ten based on a kind of fra ter nity which, as an ar ti fi cial kin ship
bond, em braced its mem bers with their fam i lies in all their ac tiv i ties. At a
still higher level it was not at all [52] un com mon that feu dal lords ex er -
cised gov ern men tal au thor ity as if it were pri vate prop erty, which they
could in deed ac quire and dis pose of on the ba sis of pri vate le gal stip u la -
tions. All of these un dif fer en ti ated le gal spheres pos sessed au ton omy; that 
is, the le gal com pe tence and right to act as gov ern ment within their own
sphere with out the in ter ven tion of a higher au thor ity.

In this feu dal set ting there was no idea of the state as a res publica, or ga -
nized for the com mon wel fare. When, with an ap peal to Ro man law, sev -
eral pow er ful feu dal lords be gan to try to put into prac tice the idea of the
state with an ap peal to Ro man law, and to re cover those el e ments of gov -
ern men tal au thor ity which had been re lin quished to pri vate power, their
ef forts were frus trated, for a long time, by the te na cious re sis tance of the
un dif fer en ti ated spheres of life which could in deed ap peal to their in her -
ited priv i leges, their an cient or i gins, etc. As a rule the feu dal pe riod also
lacked the idea of pri vate civil law with its ba sic prin ci ples of uni ver sal
free dom and equal ity of all hu man be ings be fore the law. On the eve of the 
French Rev o lu tion many rem nants of this ançien régime had been kept in -
tact in Ger many, France, Hol land, and else where, even though the his tor i -
cal line of de vel op ment def i nitely pointed in the di rec tion of a dif fer en ti a -
tion pro cess that could end only in a clear dis tinc tion be tween pub lic and
pri vate law.

The Germanistic wing of the His tor i cal School wished to con tinue this
pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion. It thus ac cepted the boun ti ful fruit of the French 
Rev o lu tion, namely the re al iza tion of the idea of the state. At the same
time, it sought to har mo nize this mod ern idea with the old idea of the au -
ton omy of the life-spheres. In or der to bring this about, it was nec es sary
that au ton omy be lim ited by the re quire ments of the com mon good. The
au ton o mous spheres of life, there fore, needed to be in cor po rated into the
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new state; they had to be ac com mo dated to the re quire ments of the state as 
a whole.

Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer
In Ger many, the anti-revolutionary thinker Stahl con sid ered such a rec -
og ni tion of the autonomy of the so ci etal spheres a vi tal re quire ment for
a truly “Chris tian-historical” the ory of the state. Sim i larly, in the Neth -
er lands Groen van Prinsterer fought for an idea of the state along his tor -
i cal-national lines which would suit the Dutch na tional char ac ter in its
his tor i cal de vel op ment. He was the first per son to use the phrase “sou -
ve rei niteit in eigen sfeer” (sov er eignty within its own sphere) with re -
spect to the mu tual re la tion of church and state. But he did not yet view
this principle as a creational principle of uni ver sal scope. He only de -
manded autonomy for the so ci etal “cor po ra tions (cor po rate bod ies),” as
Stahl had done. For him, trade and in dus try were only or ganic mem bers
of na tional life, just like mu nic i pal i ties and prov inces. Their autonomy
within the state [53] was a merely his tor i cal principle rooted in the
Dutch na tional char ac ter un der God’s guid ance. At the same time, Stahl
and Groen van Prinsterer saw very clearly the ba sic dif fer ences be tween 
the state, the church, and the fam ily. Driven by the scrip tural ground-
 motive of the Chris tian re li gion, both held that the state should not in -
ter fere with the in ter nal life of the other so ci etal spheres. But their com -
pro mise with the worldview of the His tor i cal School pre vented them
from con sis tently ap ply ing this scrip tural mo tive in their po lit i cal
thought.

Abraham Kuyper
Abraham Kuyper was the first to have seen sphere sov er eignty as a
creational principle and thus to have fun da men tally de tached it from the 
historicistic view of hu man so ci ety. In his ini tial for mu la tion of this
idea, how ever, traces of con fus ing sphere sov er eignty with cer tain spe -
cific forms of autonomy purely founded in Dutch his tory were still pres -
ent. When he listed the var i ous sov er eign so ci etal spheres, such as the
fam ily, the school, sci ence, art, and eco nomic en ter prise, he added the
mu nic i pal i ties and prov inces. Mu nic i pal ities and prov inces, how ever,
are not sov er eign spheres them selves but truly “au ton o mous” parts of
the state, and the bound aries of their autonomy are de pend ent upon the
re quire ments of the whole, the needs of the com mon good. Au ton omy is 
authority del e gated to a part by the whole.

What was the re sult of this con fu sion in the po lit i cal life of the na tion? It 
proved to be im pos si ble in principle to of fer a  cri te rion for the lim its of
autonomy. In creas ingly what orig i nally fell un der the au ton o mous ju ris -
dic tion of the mu nic i pal i ties and prov inces needed reg u la tion by a cen tral -
ized government. Since this au ton o mous ju ris dic tion had been de scribed
as “sov er eignty within its own sphere,” Kuyper’s fol low ers be gan to be
em bar rassed with the prin ci ple it self, par tic u larly be cause Dutch anti-re -
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vo lutionary po lit i cal thought had never sev ered its links with the His tor i -
cal School and had re mained more or less con tam i nated with historicism.

Had Kuyper then erred when he as serted that sphere sov er eignty was
founded in cre ation? Had he not rep re sented some thing as an im mu ta ble
prin ci ple when it was ac tu ally no more than a his tor i cally al ter able and
vari able given in the Dutch na tional char ac ter?

Con fronted with ques tions of this sort, many anti-revolutionaries, es pe -
cially among the more ed u cated, be gan to adopt a more cau tious ap -
proach. They ad vo cated a more ju di cious em ploy ment of the word  “ prin -
ciple” for po lit i cal use. “Eter nal principles” were con sid ered safe if they
were lim ited to di rec tives “ex plic itly re vealed” in Holy Scrip ture. The
Bible, it was ar gued, con tains no di rect texts about sphere sov er eignty. In
this way the con tam i na tion by the historicistic out look proved to be sur -
rep ti tiously in flu enc ing many peo ple in the ranks of the anti-revolu tiona -
ries. [54]

But the foun da tion laid by Kuyper was so solid that the principle of
sphere sov er eignty in its true scrip tural sense could not be erased from the
re li gious con scious ness of those who lived by the Word of God. Granted,
cer tain re fine ments and fur ther elabora tion were still needed. To this end,
the im por tant el e ments of truth in the teach ings of the His tor i cal School
had to be freed from the frame work of the historicistic worldview in or der
to be in cor po rated in a truly scrip tural view of his tory.

It was in deed high time that this should come about. For the “new age”
knows no mercy for prin ci ples that are in ter nally un der mined. And never
has our spir i tu ally up rooted na tion been in greater need of the fur ther
evolve ment of the creational prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty than it is to -
day.

Au ton omy and Sphere Sov er eignty

Kuyper’s great achieve ment was that he grasped the prin ci ple of sphere
sov er eignty as a creational prin ci ple once more. Ear lier, how ever, we
saw that the in flu ence of the His tor i cal School was ev i dent in the way in 
which he sought to ap ply this prin ci ple to so ci ety. When in his global
sum mary of the life-spheres he placed mu nic i pal i ties and prov inces
along side of the fam ily, the school, art, sci ence, eco nomic en ter prise,
not to men tion the church as tem po ral in sti tu tion, he con fused gen u ine
sphere sov er eignty with a purely his tor i cally founded au ton omy of parts 
in the body pol i tic.

Es pe cially to day, when the is sue of the proper re la tion ship be tween po -
lit i cal, so cial, and eco nomic struc tures de mands an im me di ate, prin ci pled
so lu tion, it is ab so lutely cru cial that we avoid this con fu sion. For we have
al ready seen that the historicistic worldview has an im mense in flu ence in
our time. Those who still hold to the con stant prin ci ples rooted in the cre -
ation or der are sum marily dis missed in to day’s rap idly pro lif er at ing pro -

Roots of Western Culture

56



duc tion of “in stant” ar ti cles in the daily press – that dan ger ous im pulse of
jour nal is tic su per fi ci al ity. These days, pro po nents of con stant creational
prin ci ples are viewed as fos sil ized sys tem build ers who have not grasped
the spirit of our “dy namic age!” But, if ever, this is true to day:

Was ihr den Geist der Zeiten heisst,
Das ist der Herren eigner Geist
In dem die Zeiten sich bespiegeln.

What spirit of the time you call,
Is but the scholar’s spirit, af ter all,
In which times past are now re flected.1 [55]

Historicism nour ishes it self on the absolutization of the his tor i cal as pect 
of re al ity. To coun ter it there is only one an ti dote: ex pos ing the hid den
re li gious ground-motive which op er ates be hind a seem ingly neu tral
mask of sup pos edly pro found sci en tific in sight. All the masks of es sen -
tially apos tate ground-motives be come trans par ent un der the search ing
light of di vine truth through which hu man kind dis cov ers it self and its
Creator.

Au ton omy of the parts of a whole and sphere sov er eignty of var i ous so -
ci etal re la tion ships that fun da men tally dif fer from one an other due to their 
re stric tive in trin sic na ture, are two quite dif fer ent mat ters. In a dif fer en ti -
ated so ci ety the de gree of au ton omy de pends upon the re quire ments of the 
par tic u lar whole of which the au ton o mous com mu nity re mains a part.
Sphere sov er eignty, how ever, is rooted in the con stant, in her ent char ac ter
of the life-sphere it self. Be cause of their in trin sic na tures, dif fer en ti ated
spheres like the fam ily, the school, eco nomic en ter prise, sci ence, and art
can never be parts of the state.

Ear lier we briefly dis cussed the un dif fer en ti ated state of so ci ety dur ing
the Mid dle Ages. Some rem nants of that un dif fer en ti ated sit u a tion man -
aged to sur vive un til the French Rev o lu tion. In that type of un dif fer en ti -
ated state of af fairs, gen u ine sphere sov er eignty can not yet ex press it self
in the so cial or der. For when the bor oughs, guilds, towns, and re gions
alike each dis play within their own re spec tive pur views the traits of some
of the most di ver gent so cial struc tures, it is im pos si ble to dif fer en ti ate be -
tween them ac cord ing to their own re spec tive “in ner na ture” cri te ria. For
this very rea son, their au ton omy could only be de lim ited by vir tue of a
spe cially crafted for mal cri te rion that did not ex clude any thing from that
in ter nal au thor ity re gard less of the ac tual le git i macy, or lack thereof for
the claim to such au thor ity. Thus the ba sis for au ton omy was not the in -
trin sic na ture of these com mu ni ties, for these com mu ni ties did not as yet
have a dif fer en ti ated na ture of their own. Their au ton omy rested en tirely
on the an cient cus toms and priv i leges granted by feu dal lords.
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As we noted ear lier, what was lack ing was the au then tic idea of the
state. By this we mean the idea that the state’s gov ern men tal au thor ity is
not pri vate prop erty but a pub lic of fice which must be ex er cised ex clu -
sively for the com mon good or the pub lic in ter est. Pre cisely be cause of
this, the au ton omy un der the ançien régime be fore the French Rev o lu tion
was not lim ited by the pub lic in ter est of the state but was ex clu sively de -
fined in a purely for mal man ner by ex ist ing le gal cus toms and priv i leges.
When a pow er ful lord at tempted to sub ject this au ton omy to the re quire -
ments of the pub lic in ter est, the au ton o mous cor po rate en ti ties would in -
vari ably ap peal to their spe cial rights and free doms guar an teed by these
cus toms and priv i leges.

In the end, when the true idea of the state was ac tu ally im ple mented in
its full scope by the French [56] Rev o lu tion, the un dif fer en ti ated life-
 spheres had to be elim i nated. As a re sult, mod ern mu nic i pal i ties and prov -
inces are there fore not com pa ra ble to the old bor oughs, shires, towns, es -
tates, and man ors. They are parts of the mod ern state, and they dis play the
dif fer en ti ated, in trin sic na ture of parts of the body pol i tic. Thus, when it
co mes to the re la tion be tween the state and its parts, one can speak of nei -
ther sphere sov er eignty nor au ton omy in the sense of the old re gime. In
prin ci ple, both mu nic i pal and pro vin cial au ton omy de pend upon the de -
mands of the com mon good of the state as a whole.

Granted, Thorbecke and some of his fol low ers held that the mu nic i pal,
pro vin cial, and na tional econ omy formed three in de pend ent spheres
which could be mu tu ally de lim ited ac cord ing to their na ture.1 How ever,
re al ity proved stron ger than doc trine. It was sim ply im pos si ble to of fer an
in trin sic cri te rion for the de lim i ta tion of these three “spheres.” The ex tent
to which the com mon good of the body pol i tic could per mit mu nic i pal i ties 
and prov inces an au ton o mous sphere of self-gov ern ment de pended en -
tirely upon his tor i cal de vel op ment and its co her ence with ju rid i cal life.
By con trast, sphere sov er eignty is rooted in cre ation, not in his tory.

But this does not in any way im ply that the whole ques tion of mu nic i pal
and pro vin cial au ton omy can be re moved from the list of fun da men tal po -
lit i cal prob lems. A truly Chris tian-his tor i cal idea of the state, in which the 
Chris tian re li gion also de ter mines the way in which his tory is viewed, de -
mands that the na tional char ac ter as it be came shaped his tor i cally be in -
deed taken se ri ously into ac count. This is es sen tial, not be cause this na -
tional char ac ter, in and of it self, would pro vide a norm for the po lit i cal
the ory of the state, but be cause its his tor i cal de vel op ment does de mand a
norm of dif fer en ti a tion. This norm re quires un dif fer en ti ated forms to
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break open and un fold. At the same time, the pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion
car ries with it his tor i cal in di vid u al iza tion that must also work its way
through on the na tional level, i.e., in the de vel op ment of in di vid ual na -
tions.

What does his tor i cal in di vid u al iza tion mean? We must pur sue this fur -
ther, for it is here that the scrip tural view of his tory im me di ately co mes to
the fore.

It can not be said of ten enough that historicism, which to day is much
more in flu en tial than the scrip tural view of his tory, arises out of the [57]
absolutization of the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity which is in ves ti gated by
the sci ence of his tory. But the in te gral, com plete, and rad i cal (pen e trat ing
to the root of cre ated re al ity) char ac ter of the scrip tural mo tive of cre ation
makes us see this as pect in its ir re duc ible na ture and in its un break able co -
her ence with all the other as pects of re al ity. In its core it is ir re duc ible to
the oth ers, but at the same time in its in ner struc ture it dis plays a com plete
ex pres sion of this as pect’s uni ver sal co her ence with the other as pects.
This ex pres sion is the work of God’s cre ation, which is in te gral and com -
plete.

Ear lier I dis cussed the uni ver sal co her ence of the as pects in con nec tion
with the psy chi cal as pect, by call ing this co her ence the sphere uni ver sal -
ity of each as pect. It is the cor re late of sphere sov er eignty. In or der to per -
ceive God’s or di nances for his tor i cal de vel op ment, it is nec es sary that we
search for them in the his tor i cal as pect and in its un break able co her ence
with the struc tures of the other as pects. If this search is not to go astray,
then the scrip tural ground-motive of cre ation, fall, and re demp tion
through Je sus Christ must be our only point of de par ture and our only re li -
gious mo ti va tion.

Biblicism
Some may ob ject by pos ing the fol low ing ques tions: Is such an in tri cate 
in ves ti ga tion re ally nec es sary to gain in sight into God’s or di nances for
his tor i cal de vel op ment? Is it not true that God re vealed his whole law in 
the ten com mand ments? Is this rev e la tion not enough for the sim ple
Chris tian? I an swer with coun ter ques tions: Is it not true that God
placed all the spheres of tem po ral life un der his laws and ordinances –
the laws that gov ern nu mer i cal and spa tial re la tion ships, phys i cal and
chem i cal phe nom ena, or ganic life, emo tional feel ing, log i cal think ing,
lan guage, eco nomic life, and beauty? Are not all these laws, with out ex -
cep tion, grounded in God’s cre ation or der? Can we find ex plicit scrip -
tural texts for all of them? If not, should we not ac knowl edge that God
put the pains tak ing task to hu man kind to dis cover them? And ad mit ting
this, can we still hold that it makes no dif fer ence whether in this search
we start from the ground-motive of the Word of God or are guided by
un scrip tural ground-motives?
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Those who think they can de rive truly scrip tural prin ci ples for po lit i cal
pol icy for ma tion solely from ex plicit Bi ble texts, have a very mis taken
no tion of the na ture of Scrip ture. They see only the let ter, for get ting that
the Word of God is spirit and power which must pen e trate our whole at ti -
tude of life and thought. God’s Word-revelation puts peo ple to work. It
claims the whole of our be ing; where death and spir i tual com pla cency
once held sway in us, it wants to con ceive new life. Spir i tually le thar gic
peo ple would [58] rather have the ripe fruits of God’s rev e la tion fall into
their laps, but Je sus Christ tells us that wher ever the seed of God’s Word
falls on good soil, we our selves must bear fruit.

To day Chris tians face a fun da men tal ques tion, namely, what his tor i cal
yard stick do we pos sess in this new age for dis tin guish ing be tween the re -
ac tion ary and the sub stan tially pro gres sive di rec tions in his tory? We can -
not de rive this cri te rion from the ten com mand ments, for they were not
meant to save us from in ves ti gat ing God’s creational or di nances. To an -
swer this ba sic ques tion, one needs in sight into the spe cific or di nances
that God es tab lished for his tor i cal de vel op ment. It re quires in-depth in -
ves ti ga tion. Our search will be pro tected against de rail ment if the cre ation
mo tive of God's Word ob tains com plete con trol in our think ing.

Barthianism
But I al ready hear an other ob jec tion, com ing this time from the fol low -
ers of Karl Barth. The ob jec tion is this: what do we know of the orig i nal 
or di nances of cre ation? How can we speak so con fi dently of cre ation or -
di nances, as if the fall had never hap pened? Did not sin change them in
such a way that they are now or di nances for sin ful life? My re ply is as
fol lows.

The ground-motive of the di vine Word-revelation is an in di vis i ble
unity. Cre ation, fall, and re demp tion can not be sep a rated. But Barthians
vir tu ally make such a sep a ra tion when they con fess that God cre ated all
things but re fuse to let this cre ation mo tive com pletely per me ate their
think ing. Did God re veal him self as the Cre ator so that we could brush this 
rev e la tion aside? I ven ture to say that who ever ig nores the rev e la tion of
cre ation un der stands nei ther the depth of the fall nor the scope of re demp -
tion. Rel e gating cre ation to the back ground is not scrip tural. Just read the
Psalms, where the de vout poet re joices in the or di nances that God de creed 
for cre ation. Read the book of Job, where God him self speaks to his in -
tensely suf fer ing ser vant of the rich ness and depth of the laws which he
es tab lished for his crea tures. Read the gos pels, where Christ ap peals to the 
creational or di nance for mar riage in or der to coun ter those who aimed at
trap ping him. Finally, read Romans 1:19-20, where the creational or di -
nances are ex plic itly in cluded in the gen eral rev e la tion to the hu man race.
Who ever holds that the orig i nal creational or di nances are un rec og niz able
for fallen hu man kind be cause they were sup pos edly fun da men tally al -

Roots of Western Culture

60



tered by the ad vent of sin, es sen tially ends up de ny ing the true sig nif i -
cance of God’s com mon grace which main tains these or di nances. Sin did
not change the creational de crees but the di rec tion of the hu man heart,
which turned away from its Cre ator.

Un doubt edly, this rad i cal fall im pacts the way in which hu man kind [59] 
dis closes the pow ers that God en closed in cre ation. The fall af fects nat u ral 
phe nom ena, which hu man kind can no lon ger con trol. It im pacts it self in
the o ret i cal thought led by an idol a trous ground-motive. It ap pears in the
sub jec tive way in which hu man kind gives form to the prin ci ples es tab -
lished by God in his cre ation as norms for hu man ac tion. The fall made
spe cial in sti tu tions nec es sary, such as the state and the church in its in sti -
tu tional form. But even these spe cial in sti tu tions of gen eral and spe cial
grace are based upon the or di nances that God es tab lished in his cre ation
or der. Nei ther the struc tures of the var i ous as pects of re al ity, nor the struc -
tures that de ter mine the na ture of con crete crea tures, nor the prin ci ples
which serve as norms for hu man ac tion, were al tered by the fall. A de nial
of this leads to the un scrip tural con clu sion that the fall is as broad as cre -
ation, i.e., that the fall de stroyed the very na ture of cre ation. This would
mean that sin plays a self-determining, au ton o mous role  over against
God, the cre ator of all. Who ever main tains such a po si tion de nies the ab -
so lute sov er eignty of God and grants Sa tan a power equal to that of the Or -
i gin of all things.

Cer tainly, then, this ob jec tion from the Barthian camp may not keep us
from search ing for the di vine or der for his tor i cal de vel op ment as re vealed
in the light of the cre ation mo tive. [60]
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Chapter 3

History, Historicism, and Norms
Historicism, sac ri fic ing re al ity to its his tor i cal as pect, is the fa tal ill ness
of our “dy namic” times. There is no cure for this un whole some view of
re al ity as long as the scrip tural cre ation mo tive does not re gain its com -
plete claim on our life and thought. Historicism robs us of our be lief in
abid ing stan dards; it un der mines our faith in the eter nal truth of God’s
Word. Historicism claims that ev ery thing is rel a tive and his tor i cally de -
ter mined, in clud ing one’s be lief in last ing val ues.

Bid it halt be fore the gates of your faith, if you wish. The demon of
historicism will not be shut out so eas ily. It has bribed your gate keep ers
with out your know ing it. Sud denly it stands in your in ner sanc tum and has 
you in its power. It asks: do you claim that Holy Scrip ture dis closes eter -
nal truth? Do you, im pris oned in your dog mas, not un der stand that the Bi -
ble, which you ac cept as God’s rev e la tion, it self un der went the pro cess of
his tor i cal de vel op ment? Is it not true that the road from the Old to the New 
Tes ta ment is the great high way of his tory? If the Old Tes ta ment is the rev -
e la tion of God, do you not un der stand that this rev e la tion ap par ently de -
vel oped his tor i cally into that of the New Tes ta ment? Or do you still be -
lieve that the book of Joshua con tains the di vine rule of life for to day’s
Chris tian? Can you still sing the Jew ish psalms of re venge with out ex pe ri -
enc ing a clash with your mod ern Chris tian con scious ness? Do you re ally
mean to say that the con tent of your Chris tian faith is [61] iden ti cal with
that of the first Chris tian com mu nity or with that of the Bi ble be liev ing
Chris tian of the Mid dle Ages? If so, solid his tor i cal re search will quickly
end your il lu sion. Even your use of ar chaic terms can not pre vent you from 
col or ing them with new mean ing. The mean ing of words changes with
his tor i cal de vel op ment, which no power on earth can halt. You speak of
po lit i cal prin ci ples and ap peal to sphere sov er eignty, for get ting that we
live in “dy namic” times. Change is ev ery thing, con stancy of prin ci ple is
noth ing! You live in an age that fi nally has over come the dog matic prej u -
dice re gard ing the ex is tence of abid ing stan dards that are not sub ject to
his tor i cal de vel op ment. To feel at home in to day’s so ci ety you must place
your self mid stream in the move ment of his tory. To be lis tened to to day
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you must be open to the spirit of the age. Above all you must be pro gres -
sive, for then the fu ture is yours.

These are the sur rep ti tious ways through which historicism man ages to
en ter the heart of mod ern hu man kind. Some un sus pect ing theo lo gians ac -
cepted its claims in so far as tem po ral re al ity was con cerned but tried to
pre serve the eter nal value of Chris tian truths. This, how ever, was a co los -
sal mis take, be cause if one ac cepts historicism's view of tem po ral re al ity, it
does not stop short of the shel ter of one's faith, since faith it self be longs to
tem poral re al ity. Fur ther more, historicism is driven by a re li gious ground-
 motive that takes its stance in rad i cal op po si tion to the ground- motive of
the Chris tian re li gion.

The His tor i cal As pect

Ear lier we saw that at an early stage historicism par tially in fil trated
anti-revolutionary po lit i cal think ing in its view of his tory. It is not an
over state ment to say that the dan ger ous spirit of historicism per me ates
all of mod ern re flec tion on hu man so ci ety. In view of its vast in flu ence,
it is ex tremely im por tant to ob serve once again that even though one
may try to limit historicism to a view of tem po ral re al ity, historicism
takes root only when the cre ation mo tive of di vine rev e la tion loses its
hold upon one’s worldview. Ac a demic train ing or the lack of it are ir rel -
e vant here. Historicism is more than a philo soph i cal the ory. It be longs
to the “spir i tual hosts of wick ed ness” [Ephe sians 6:12] which claim not
only our think ing but our whole way of life.

When historicism aban doned the cre ation mo tive it made a se ri ous er -
ror: it iden ti fied the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity with his tory in the con crete
sense of what has hap pened. Even Groen van Prinsterer ap pealed to “it is
writ ten” and “it has come to pass” as the two key pieces of ev i dence con -
demn ing the idol a trous phi los o phy of the French Rev o lu tion. [62] But “it
has hap pened” may not be equated with the his tor i cal as pect un der which
schol arly re search con cern ing what has hap pened takes place. I can
scarcely warn enough against this fun da men tal er ror that leads di rectly
into the em brace of historicism. It is a blun der made con tin u ally, even by
be liev ing think ers. More over, this first con ces sion to historicism has fil -
tered down from sci en tific the ory into the worldview of the av er age per -
son.

Con crete events like wars, fam ines, re volts, the rise of new po lit i cal
forms, im por tant dis cov er ies, in ven tions, and so forth, all be long to con -
crete re al ity which in prin ci ple func tions in ev ery as pect, with out ex cep -
tion. In deed, the things of our ev ery day ex pe ri ence and the var i ous
spheres of society – such as the fam ily, the school, and the church –
function in ev ery as pect as well. If, how ever, one iden ti fies the his tor i cal
as pect with “what has oc curred,” then one for gets that con crete events dis -
play a great many other as pects not his tor i cal in char ac ter. The re sult is
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that re al ity is equated with just one of its as pects (the as pect ab stracted by
the sci ence of his tory). One then aban dons the Chris tian mo tive of cre -
ation and be comes a historicist. What are the con se quences of this stance?

Ask peo ple what they un der stand by “his tory.” Their prompt an swer
will be: what ever has hap pened in the past. This an swer is cor rect. In the
or di nary ex pe ri ence of daily life one does not di rect one’s at ten tion to the
ab stract as pects of re al ity that are dis tin guished in a the o ret i cal ap proach.
In or di nary ex pe ri ence, at ten tion is fo cused on re al ity’s sec ond, con crete
struc ture: the struc ture of things, events, and so on. But it is fu tile to de -
limit the field of in ves ti ga tion for the sci ence of his tory in terms of the cri -
te rion “what has hap pened.”

Con sider, for ex am ple, the fol low ing event: yes ter day a per son smoked
a ci gar. To day this event be longs to the past. But is it there fore a his tor i cal
event, fit for en try into the an nals of his tory? Of course not. And yet,
closer re flec tion re veals that this event does have a his tor i cal as pect. In the 
Mid dle Ages peo ple did not smoke. The in tro duc tion and pop u lar iza tion
of to bacco in west ern cul ture was cer tainly an event of his tor i cal sig nif i -
cance. One’s own ac tiv ity of smok ing takes place in a his tor i cal con text of 
cul ture, and one can not ig nore the in tro duc tion and es tab lish ment of this
means of en joy ment in our cul ture. Al though the event of smok ing dis -
plays a his tor i cal as pect when con trasted with me di eval means of plea -
sure, yet the event it self is not char ac ter ized typ i cally by its his tor i cal as -
pect. Other events, by con trast, are typ i cally his tor i cal, such as the French
Rev o lu tion and the ca pit u la tion of Ja pan and Ger many in the last world
war. Typically his tor i cal events act for ma tively in world his tory.

Surely, the con trast be tween dif fer ent kinds of events is known [63] im -
plic itly in or di nary (non-theoretical) ex pe ri ence. No one will say that
smok ing a ci gar is a typ i cally his tor i cal event. Nor will one con sider a nat -
u ral event like a rockslide or a flood a his tor i cal event as such. Such oc cur -
rences be come his tor i cally sig nif i cant only in con nec tion with their ef -
fects on hu man cul ture.

It is im per a tive, there fore, that we do not iden tify the his tor i cal as pect of 
re al ity with the con crete events which func tion in it and which dis play all
the other as pects that God gave re al ity in his cre ation or der. The his tor i cal
as pect must be dis tin guished from the as pects of or ganic life, emo tional
feel ing, log i cal dis tinc tion, and so forth. The ba sis for this dis tinc tion is
not what oc curs within the his tor i cal as pect but how some thing oc curs in
it. The pri mary con cern of the his to rian, there fore, is to grasp the core of
the his tor i cal mode of con crete events. The historian needs a cri te rion for
dis tin guish ing the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity from the other as pects.
Historicism lacks such a cri te rion, since in its view the his tor i cal as pect
and the whole of re al ity are one and the same.
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The cur rent cri te ria for car ry ing through this dis tinc tion are com pletely
use less. If, for in stance, one ar gues that the sci ence of his tory is the sci -
ence of be com ing or de vel op ment, then one for gets that the nat u ral sci -
ences also deal with be com ing and de vel op ment. When one ac knowl -
edges both or ganic de vel op ment and his tor i cal de vel op ment, then the car -
di nal ques tion is this: what is the spe cif i cally his tor i cal char ac ter of a de -
vel op men tal pro cess? Cer tainly, the or ganic de vel op ment from the seed to 
the full grown plant or from the em bryo to the ma ture an i mal is not the
kind of de vel op ment that con cerns the sci ence of his tory.

What then is the core or nu cleus of the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity? Who -
ever grasps it cor rectly can not fall prey to the view of historicism any lon -
ger. But it is un der stood only when the cre ation mo tive of Word- reve -
lation in trin si cally gov erns one’s view of re al ity, for then historicism has
lost its hold upon one’s thought. The nu cleus of the his tor i cal as pect, that
which guar an tees its proper na ture and irreducibility, is the cul tural way
of be ing. Cul tural ac tiv ity al ways con sists in giv ing form to ma te rial in
free con trol over the ma te rial. It con sists in giv ing form ac cord ing to a free 
de sign.

Cul turally for ma tive ac tiv ity is dif fer ent from the ac tiv ity by which
last ing forms arise in na ture. The mar vel ous rock crys tals, the hon ey -
comb, the spi der’s web, and so on, are not cul tural forms be cause they do
not orig i nate through the free de sign and free con trol of a ma te rial. They
arise through the nat u ral pro cesses and in stincts that move ac cord ing to
fixed, un change able schemes and laws.

The story of cre ation it self in di cates that the cul tural mode of for ma tive
ac tiv ity is grounded in God’s cre ation or der. God im me di ately gave hu -
man kind the great cul tural man date: sub due the earth and have do min ion
[64] over it. God placed this great cul tural com mand in the midst of the
other creational or di nances. It touches only the his tor i cal as pect of cre -
ation that is sub ject to cul tural de vel op ment.

The cul tural way of be ing is the way re al ity re veals it self in its his tor i cal 
as pect. Usually the term cul ture re fers to what ever owes its ex is tence to
hu man for ma tion in con trast to what ever de vel ops in “na ture.” It is then
for got ten that the cul tural way of be ing is no more than an as pect of con -
crete things and events, and that a so-called cul tural ob ject such as a chair
also func tions in the as pects of re al ity that are not them selves cul tural in
char ac ter.1

The Greek cul ture re li gion de i fied the cul tural, the nu clear mo ment of
the his tor i cal as pect. Its form mo tive stood in re li gious an tith e sis to the
mat ter mo tive, which de i fied an eter nal flux of life. Still, in the Greek
form mo tive one did not find the typ i cally rel a tiv is tic and dy namic mo -
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ments that con front us in mod ern historicism. Their ab sence was due to
the fact that in the Greek form mo tive the cul tural way of be ing was com -
pletely de tached from the mo ment of de vel op ment, which binds the his -
tor i cal as pect to the or ganic as pect. Since in the re li gious ground-motive
of Greek an tiq uity the cul ture re li gion was ab so lutely an ti thet i cal to the
old re li gions of the flux of life, the cul tural form mo tive had to sever all
ties with the mo tive of the older re li gions. Thus, for in stance, the form mo -
tive led Greek thought to the be lief in an eter nal, im mu ta ble world of
forms, a world com pletely sep a rate from the earthly stream of life. In the
re li gion of the Olympian gods this be lief as sumed a form that ap pealed to
the imag i na tion of the peo ple; the Olympian gods were in vis i ble, im mor -
tal, bril liant gods of form. They were per son i fi ca tions of the var i ous cul -
tural pow ers who lived far be yond the fate of mor tals.

Mod ern historicism, by con trast, is dom i nated by the re li gious ground-
 motive of hu man ism (na ture and free dom). It views cul ture in terms of un -
end ing his tor i cal de vel op ment, re ject ing all the con stant, creational struc -
tures that make this de vel op ment pos si ble. Historicism re jects the con -
stant struc ture of the his tor i cal as pect which con tains the di vine de crees
for his tor i cal de vel op ment. As a re sult it has no re li able stan dard for dis -
tin guish ing re ac tion ary and pro gres sive ten den cies in his tor i cal de vel op -
ment. It faces the prob lems of the “new age” with out prin ci ples, with out
cri te ria. Be cause of its historicistic and rel a tiv is tic view of life, the slo gans 
with which it bat tled na tional so cial ism and fas cism had no re li able value.
The same holds with equal force for the slo gans “de moc racy,” “the rights
of in di vid u als,” “law and or der,” and “free dom.”

At the same time we must ac knowl edge that anti-revolutionary thought
also re vealed its weak spot in its con cep tion of his tory in par tic u lar. Cer -
tainly, the scrip tural ba sis of its position – It is writ ten! – pro vided a pow -
er ful [65] weapon against historicism. Nev er the less, as we saw be fore,
anti-revolutionary thought al lied it self with hu man is tic historicism in its
view of his tory. It was in ev i ta ble that this align ment would be avenged
pre cisely in the pres ent phase of world his tory: to day the historicistic
spirit of the “new age” can be com bated ef fec tively only if con fronted in
the arena of his tor i cal de vel op ment it self. This en coun ter re quires the
com plete spir i tual ar mor of the Chris tian re li gion.

In my cri tique I do not mean to de nounce the great work of Stahl and
Groen van Prinsterer. My cri tique has a con struc tive aim. It is of fered in a
spirit of deep grat i tude for the la bors of these Chris tian lead ers and think -
ers. But their work can be con tin ued in their spirit only if the scrip tural
ground-motive of the Ref or ma tion con tin ues to op er ate in it. If weak -
nesses in their spir i tual her i tage be come ap par ent, they must be cut away
with out hes i ta tion. To day’s pri mary need is a deeper scrip tural in sight
into the re la tion be tween the creational prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty
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and his tor i cal de vel op ment. To day our cul ture needs clar ity with re spect
to the or di nances that God es tab lished for his tor i cal de vel op ment in cre -
ation. There fore those who be come im pa tient may grant us the op por tu -
nity to ded i cate more space to these fun da men tal is sues.

Cul tural Power

The core or nu cleus of the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity is the cul tural way 
of be ing. The cul tural mode of an ac tiv ity con sists in con trol over ma te -
rial by for ma tion ac cord ing to a free de sign. This free con trol ap plies to
both per sons and things, al though the for mer is pri mary. Free con trol re -
veals it self in the his tor i cal for ma tion of power. With out per sonal power 
a dis cov ery or in ven tion that aims at con trol ling “na ture” can not be his -
tor i cally for ma tive. For ex am ple, the great Ital ian art ist of the early Re -
nais sance, Le o nardo da Vinci, was also a great sci en tist. It was said he
al ready knew how to con struct an air plane. But this knowl edge went
with him to the grave. It re mained his pri vate prop erty. If he had gained
sup port for his in ven tion, it could have had a for ma tive ef fect on world
his tory. For that, Le o nardo needed his tor i cal power for ma tion and his -
tor i cal in flu ence, which he had as an art ist but not as an in ven tor.

What then is the na ture of the per sonal power that equips the gen u ine
molder of his tory? The most dis torted no tions pres ent them selves with re -
spect to this ques tion, also in Chris tian cir cles. Many equate power with
brute force. To day many Chris tians, mis led by this iden ti fi ca tion, con -
sider it un-Christian to strive for the con sol i da tion of power in or ga ni za -
tions that aim at ap ply ing Chris tian prin ci ples to so ci ety. They be lieve that 
power may play no part among Chris tians. Es pe cially theo lo gians in
Barth’s circle – I am think ing of Emil [66] Brun ner’s book Das Gebot und
die Ordnungen – view the state as a half-demonic be ing be cause of its or -
ga ni za tion of power.1 Chris tians may speak of love and jus tice with an un -
bur dened con science, but as soon as power co mes into their pur view they
have prob a bly lent their ears to the devil.

Such opin ions in di cate that the cre ation mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion
has re treated from the worldview of these Chris tians. As a re sult, these
Chris tians can no lon ger un der stand hu man kind’s fall and re demp tion
through Je sus Christ in its full scrip tural sig nif i cance. The unbiblical im -
pact of their view be comes ap par ent when we re call that God re veals him -
self as the Creator in the orig i nal full ness of power. God is al mighty. At
cre ation God charged hu man kind with the cul tural man date: sub due the
earth and have do min ion over it. Through out his tory God re veals him self
as the Al mighty.

Be cause of the fall, the po si tion of power to which God called hu man -
kind in the de vel op ment of cul ture be came di rected to ward apos tasy. But
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Christ Je sus, the Re deemer, re vealed him self as the pos sessor of power in
the full sense of the word: “All au thor ity in heaven and on earth has been
given to me,” says the risen Lord [Mat thew 28:18]. He charged his apos -
tles to pro claim the power of the gos pel among all na tions.

The spir i tual power of the gos pel is of course quite dif fer ent from the
sword power of the gov ern ment. In turn, both of these pow ers are es sen -
tially dif fer ent from the power of sci ence, art, cap i tal, a la bor un ion, or an
or ga ni za tion of em ploy ers. But re gard less of the con crete struc ture in
which the his tor i cal for ma tion of power re veals it self, power is not brute
force. It is rooted in cre ation and con tains noth ing de monic. Je sus Christ
ex plic itly called him self the ruler of the kings of the earth. He even sum -
moned the sword power of gov ern ments to his ser vice, for all power in
heaven and on earth was given to him. Only sin can place power in the ser -
vice of the de monic. But this holds for ev ery good gift of God: for life,
feel ing, think ing, jus tice, beauty, and so forth.

In so far as power has been en trusted to hu man be ings as crea tures, it is
al ways cul tural. It im plies a his tor i cal call ing and task of for ma tion for
which the bearer of power is re spon si ble and of which she must give ac -
count. Power may never be used for per sonal ad van tage, as if it were a pri -
vate pos ses sion. Power is the great mo tor of cul tural de vel op ment. The
de ci sive ques tion con cerns the di rec tion in which power is ap plied.

Finally, con trary to a fre quently held opin ion, the for ma tion and ex er -
cise of power are not sub ject to nat u ral laws. They are sub ject to norms, to
the rules of what ought to be. The norms for the ex er cise of [67] power are
in trin si cally his tor i cal norms. Na tions and bear ers of power are sub ject to
them. It is not true, for ex am ple, that the in di vid ual na tional char ac ter is it -
self the norm for cul tural de vel op ment, as the His tor i cal School taught.
This irrationalistic view of his tory must be re jected em phat i cally, for the
cre ation mo tive com pels us to ac knowl edge that in ev ery area of life the
law of God stands above the crea ture sub ject to it. The crea ture is the sub -
ject (sujet) of di vine or der. But the or di nances placed by God over the pro -
cess of his tor i cal de vel op ment can be trans gressed by na tions and bear ers
of power. This pos si bil ity of trans gres sion con firms the truth that these or -
di nances are norms. One can not dis obey a nat u ral law, such as the law of
grav ity.

Actually, when ever one speaks of the con trast be tween “his tor i cal” and
“unhistorical” and calls unhistorical ac tion “re ac tion ary,” one ac cepts the
ex is tence of truly his tor i cal norms. When one char ac ter izes a cer tain po lit -
i cal trend as “re ac tion ary,” one makes a his tor i cal value  judgment that
pre sup poses the ap pli ca tion of a norm for his tor i cal de vel op ment.

An ex am ple of re ac tion ary pol icy in the Neth er lands was the at tempt of
Wil liam I in 1814 to re store at least par tially the out moded land rights of
the no bil ity and the old es tates [Stände] of the realm. Ma no rial rights,
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which brought gov ern men tal au thor ity into the do main of pri vate own er -
ship, were rem nants of the un dif fer en ti ated state of so ci ety in the Mid dle
Ages. The old sys tem of es tates, too, was a relic of me di eval so ci ety. Nei -
ther the ma no rial nor the es tate sys tem could adapt them selves to the re -
sult of the French Rev o lu tion; namely, to the mod ern idea of the state and
its clear de mar ca tion of pub lic and pri vate law. The so-called coun -
ter-revolutionary move ment in the Res to ra tion pe riod did not sim ply at -
tempt to re sist the prin ci ples of the French Rev o lu tion; it sought to elim i -
nate what ever was as so ci ated with the French Rev o lu tion in clud ing the
mod ern idea of the state. It tried to turn the po lit i cal clock back to the old
re gime with its feu dal re la tion ships. From the out set, the Anti-revolu -
tionary Party1 op posed the coun ter-revolution, rec og niz ing that it was a
re ac tion ary and unhistorical move ment. It re al ized that the po lit i cal ef -
forts of the coun ter-revolutionaries con flicted with the norm for his tor i cal
de vel op ment.

But how do we know that God placed his tor i cal de vel op ment un der
norms and not, for in stance, un der the nat u ral laws that hold for elec tri cal
and chem i cal phe nom ena or for the or ganic de vel op ment of life? The nor -
ma tive char ac ter of his tor i cal de vel op ment is ap par ent from [68] the place
God as signed the his tor i cal as pect in the cre ation or der. The con trast be -
tween his tor i cal and unhistorical ac tion re fers back to the op po si tion
found in the log i cal as pect of re al ity be tween what agrees with the norm
for thought and what con flicts with this norm. If one con tra dicts oneself in 
a log i cal ar gu ment, we ac cuse the per son of ar gu ing il log i cally. The log i -
cal/il log i cal con trast pre sup poses that our thought func tion is placed un -
der log i cal norms that can be trans gressed. Among the var i ous as pects of
re al ity the as pect of log i cal dis tinc tion is the first that dis plays a con trast
be tween what ought to be and what ought not to be. The di vine or di nances 
or laws for all sub se quent as pects are nor ma tive in char ac ter. Norms are
stan dards of eval u a tion, and as such they can be em ployed only by crea -
tures who, en dowed with a log i cal func tion, are ca pa ble of ra tio nal dis -
tinc tion.

Some main tain that norms ap pear al ready in the or ganic as pect. Af ter
all, we call an or gan ism healthy or un healthy de pend ing upon whether or
not it func tions ac cord ing to the “norm” for health. But this judg ment rests 
upon a mis un der stand ing. A norm ex ists only for crea tures who are re -
spon si ble for their own be hav ior and who are ac count able for con duct
that trans gresses norms. Our abil ity to give ac count in this way is pos si ble
only on the ba sis of the fac ulty of log i cal dis cern ment. Surely, no one
would hold a sick plant or an i mal re spon si ble for the ab nor mal func tion -
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ing of its or gan ism. No one would blame it for its sick ness. Yet, we do
hold some one ac count able for ar gu ing il log i cally. Ac count abil ity is also
at stake when we blame a po lit i cal move ment for its re ac tion ary at ti tude
to ward his tor i cal de vel op ment, or when we say that a per son be haves in
vi o la tion of so cial norms, speaks un gram mat i cally, does busi ness un eco -
nom i cally, writes poor po etry, acts un justly, en gages in im moral con duct,
or lives in un be lief.

Norms are given in the cre ation or der as prin ci ples for hu man be hav ior.
Within the his tor i cal as pect, as well as in all sub se quent as pects of re al ity,
these prin ci ples re quire for ma tion by com pe tent hu man au thor i ties. The
pro cess of giv ing form to nor ma tive prin ci ples must al ways take into con -
sid er ation the level of de vel op ment of a peo ple, for in form-giv ing all sub -
se quent as pects of hu man life are in ter wo ven with the cul tural-historical
as pect. Giving form of any kind al ways re fers back to cul tural for ma tion
in his tor i cal de vel op ment. Ac cord ingly, the prin ci ples of de cency, cour -
tesy, re spect, ci vil ity, etc. re quire for ma tion in so cial in ter course, in our
con crete so cial man ners. Like wise, lin gual prin ci ples re quire the forms of
lan guage; the prin ci ples of eco nomic value re quire eco nomic forms; the
prin ci ples of har mony re quire the forms of style; le gal prin ci ples re quire
the ju rid i cal forms of laws, de crees, stat utes, and reg u la tions. All the later
as pects thus dis play an in sep a ra ble co her ence with the his tor i cal as pect.
[69]

If the cre ation mo tive does not gov ern one’s think ing, it may seem that
so cial in ter course, lan guage, eco nom ics, art, jus tice, mo ral ity, and faith
are in es sence his tor i cal phe nom ena, as if they are of purely his tor i cal or i -
gin. But the cre ation mo tive of God’s Word, which con tin u ally re minds us 
that God cre ated all things ac cord ing to their own na ture, keeps us from
this historicistic er ror and sharp ens our abil ity to dis tin guish the as pects of 
re al ity. For ex am ple, pos i tive law, in its hu man for ma tion, is not his tor i cal
in na ture. In con trast to his tor i cal for ma tion which pre sup poses the power
of those who give form to cul tural prin ci ples, the leg is la tor’s for ma tion of
pos i tive law re quires le gal power and ju rid i cal com pe tence. Le gal power
can not be re duced to power in the his tor i cal sense. Such a re duc tion re -
sults in an iden ti fi ca tion of jus tice with power, which is tan ta mount to an
ab o li tion and ne ga tion of jus tice.

The per sis tent claim of na tional so cial ism that a na tion es tab lishes its
right to ex ist through a his tor i cal power strug gle was a typ i cal out come of
historicism. “Might is right” was the po lit i cal slo gan of the to tal i tar ian
state. The slo gan was all the more dan ger ous be cause it con tained a mo -
ment of truth. It is in deed true, as we shall see later, that in world his tory a
world judg ment is brought down over the var i ous na tions, though never in 
the sense that right dis solves into might. The fig ure of “le gal power” does
in deed point to the in sep a ra ble co her ence be tween the jural and the his tor -
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i cal as pects of re al ity. With out power in the his tor i cal sense ju rid i cal
power can not ex ist. Nev er the less, the na ture of each power is in trin si cally
dif fer ent.

Tra di tion

All his tor i cal for ma tion re quires power. For ma tion thus never takes
place with out a strug gle. The pro gres sive will of the molder of his tory
in vari ably clashes with the power of tra di tion, which, as the power of
con ser va tion, op poses ev ery at tempt to break with the past. In tra di tion
one finds the em bodi ment of a cul tural, com mu nal her i tage ac quired in
the pass ing of gen er a tions. Tra di tion shapes us, as mem bers of a cul tural 
area, in large mea sure quite un con sciously, be cause we have been nur -
tured within it from our child hood and thus be gin to ac cept it as a mat ter 
of course with out tak ing stock of its in trin sic worth. The wealth of tra di -
tion is im mea sur ably richer than the shares which in di vid u als can ap -
pro pri ate for them selves. Any one who dares to op pose it is never con -
fronted merely with a few con ser va tively prone souls but with a com -
mu nal power bind ing the past to the fu ture and stretch ing across en tire
gen er a tions. The in no va tor al most al ways un der es ti mates the con serv ing 
power of tra di tion, for such a per son  sees only the sur face of the pres -
ent [70] where tra di tion ap pears mainly as in er tia, as a re tard ing force.
But tra di tion has deep di men sions that re veal them selves only grad u ally 
in care ful his tor i cal re search. Only in that light does the in ves ti ga tor be -
gin to un der stand how great the power con front ing the shaper of his tory
ac tu ally is.

It is child ish to com plain about tra di tion as if it were a grouchy old per -
son who sim ply swears by what is and who fails to ap pre ci ate any thing
new. Cul ture can not ex ist with out tra di tion. His tor i cal de vel op ment is im -
pos si ble in its ab sence. Imag ine that ev ery new gen er a tion would try to
erase the past in an ear nest ef fort to start afresh. Noth ing would come of it. 
The world would be a desert, a chaos.

Cul tural de vel op ment, then, is not pos si ble with out tra di tion. The
power of tra di tion is grounded in the cre ation or der, since the cul tural
man date it self is one of the creational or di nances. How ever, truly his tor i -
cal de vel op ment also de mands that a cul ture not veg e tate upon the past but 
un fold it self.

Prog ress and re newal have a right ful place in his tory along side tra di tion 
and the power of con ser va tion. In the power strug gle be tween both forces
the pro gres sive will of the shaper of his tory must bow be fore the norm of
his tor i cal con ti nu ity. The rev o lu tion ary spirit of re con struc tion, which
seeks to dis miss the past en tirely, must ac com mo date it self to the vi tal ity
of forms of tra di tion in so far as they con form to the norm of his tor i cal de -
vel op ment. Surely, this norm of his tor i cal con ti nu ity is not a “law of na -
ture” work ing it self out in his tory apart from hu man in volve ment. In ev -
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ery rev o lu tion guided by false prin ci ples an at tempt is made to re verse the
ex ist ing or der com pletely. The French Rev o lu tion, for ex am ple, tried to
be gin with the year “one.” But quickly it had to mod er ate its rev o lu tion ary 
in ten tions un der the pres sure of tra di tion. If any rev o lu tion ary spirit is
able to over come the power of tra di tion, cul ture it self will be an ni hi lated.
Though this may be pos si ble, hu man kind can not over turn the cre ation or -
der, which binds his tor i cal de vel op ment to abid ing norms. The crea ture
can not cre ate in the true sense of the word. Hu man kind can not cre ate a
gen u ine cul ture while com pletely de stroy ing the past.

A typ i cal mark of the historicistic spirit of the age is the be lief that the
dis tinc tion be tween con ser va tive and pro gres sive di rec tions in his tory can 
re place the re li gious an tith e sis as the line of de mar ca tion for po lit i cal par -
ties. This sug ges tion, first made in this con text by the his to rian Johan
Huizinga,1 has gained wide sup port, par tic u larly in the Dutch Na tional
[71] Move ment. It is symp tom atic of the spirit of our time that this dis tinc -
tion orig i nates in the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity it self, for the view point
that the de mar ca tion be tween po lit i cal prin ci ples and goals can be made
on the ba sis of this his tor i cal cri te rion is plau si ble only when one abso -
lutizes the his tor i cal as pect. It will be come clear, how ever, that this cri te -
rion is in suf fi cient, even from a his tor i cal point of view, for a proper as -
sess ment of the main di rec tion of po lit i cal as pi ra tions.

In ex am in ing the struc ture of the his tor i cal as pect, we un cov ered the
nor ma tive prin ci ple of his tor i cal con ti nu ity. Al though the His tor i cal
School also ar rived at this prin ci ple, it gave this norm an irrationalistic
twist that led to ward an ac cep tance of a fait ac com pli and raised the in di -
vid ual na tional char ac ter as the “des tiny of the na tion” to the sta tus of law.
Ap pealing to “God’s guid ance in his tory” only masked these un scrip tural
con cep tions which con flict with the mo tive of cre ation. The norm of his -
tor i cal con ti nu ity does not arise from the na tional char ac ter. Rather, na -
tions and rul ers are sub ject to it. Good and evil may be mixed in the na -
tional spirit and in tra di tion, which, for this rea son alone, dem on strates
that these lat ter two can not func tion as norms them selves.

But if nei ther tra di tion nor the na tional char ac ter are norms, then is the
norm of con ti nu ity an ad e quate stan dard for judg ing the press ing ques tion
as to what is pro gres sive and what is re ac tion ary in his tor i cal de vel op -
ment? Ev i dently not. Not ev ery move ment that an nounces it self as pro -
gres sive con trib utes to true cul tural prog ress. In ret ro spect it may be come
ap par ent that it is ba si cally re ac tion ary.

Na tional so cial ism un doubt edly claimed that it was an ex tremely pro -
gres sive move ment. Was that claim jus ti fied? Let no one an swer too hast -
ily, for I fear that many would be em bar rassed if they were asked for the
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cri te rion of their his tor i cal value judg ment. It is pre cisely the historicist
who lacks such a cri te rion. What do we gain if on the historicistic ba sis
one claims that na zism tram pled the “rights of in di vid u als” and the “foun -
da tions of de moc racy?” If ev ery thing is in his tor i cal flux and if the sta bil -
ity of prin ci ples is a fig ment of the imag i na tion, then why pre fer an ide ol -
ogy of hu man rights to the ide als of a strong race and its bond to the Ger -
man soil? Is the mod ern con cep tion con cern ing the “rights of in di vid u als”
still the same as in the days of the En light en ment or the French Rev o lu -
tion? Are the mod ern views of de moc racy iden ti cal with those of Rous -
seau? If not, then from where does mod ern historicism de rive the right to
de scribe its own in ter nally un der mined ide ol ogy as pro gres sive and call
the vi tal ide als of na zism ter ri bly re ac tion ary?

Surely, the quest for the norms of his tor i cal de vel op ment must con -
tinue. We have pointed out that the norm of his tor i cal con ti nu ity it self is
not de ci sive with re gard to the search for a creationally based cri te rion
which will en able us to dis tin guish be tween gen u ine prog ress in his tor i cal
de vel op ment and a dis in te grated re ac tion ary his tor i cal trend. The norm of
con ti nu ity needs fur ther clar i fi ca tion. This can be ar rived at only on the
ba sis of the ground-motive of God’s Word. [72]

Dis clo sure and Dif fer en ti a tion

His tor i cal for ma tion oc curs in the bat tle be tween con ser va tive and pro -
gres sive cul tural pow ers.

Tradition and Culture
Con ser va tive power guards tra di tion, which binds the pres ent to the
past. In the power strug gle the progressive will of the his tor i cal shaper
ought to ac com mo date it self to the vi tal el e ments in tra di tion. The rev o -
lu tion ary trait of a pro gres sive trend to es tab lish a com plete break with
the past must there fore be molded by the norm of his tor i cal con ti nu ity if 
in deed a cul ture is not bro ken apart but rather un folded through fur ther
his tor i cal de vel op ment. We have pointed out that the norm of his tor i cal
con ti nu ity it self is not de ci sive with re gard to the search for a crea -
tionally based cri te rion which will en able us to dis tin guish be tween gen -
u ine prog ress in his tor i cal de vel op ment and a dis in te grated re ac tion ary
his tor i cal trend. Tra di tion it self, how ever, is not a norm or stan dard for
de ter min ing what one’s at ti tude should be to ward a power that calls it -
self “pro gres sive.” Tra di tion con tains good and bad, and thus it is it self
sub ject to the his tor i cal norm. Even the cri te rion that a pro gres sive di -
rec tion ought to take its point of de par ture from the vi tal cul tural el e -
ments in tra di tion is not yet suf fi cient.

By the “vi tal” el e ments in tra di tion we re fer to the in sep a ra ble co her -
ence of his tor i cal de vel op ment with the de vel op ment of or ganic life. I
have re peat edly stated that the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity can not ex ist
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with out this link. In the di vine cre ation or der, all as pects of re al ity are
placed in an un break able co her ence with each other. If any were left out of 
this co her ence, the oth ers would lose their mean ing and the pos si bil ity for
their ex is tence. It is a con se quence of the in te gral char ac ter of God’s
creational work that ev ery as pect of his work co heres in sep a ra bly with the 
oth ers. Only in this co her ence is it pos si ble for each as pect to re veal its ir -
re duc ible, unique na ture.

The his tor i cal as pect main tains its co her ence with the or ganic as pect
through cul tural life. Cul tural life should fol low its own de vel op ment. As
such, it can not be re duced to or ganic life, even though cul tural life can not
ex ist with out or ganic life. His tor i cal de vel op ment can not be seen sim ply
as an ex ten sion of the or ganic de vel op ment of plants, an i mals, or hu man
be ings. Or ganic de vel op ment takes place in ac cor dance with the spe cific
nat u ral laws pre scribed by God in the cre ation or der. Crea tures are not re -
spon si ble for the pro cess of the birth, growth, and death of their or gan -
isms. But, as we saw ear lier, the his tor i cal de vel op ment that takes place in
cul tural life is sub ject not to nat u ral laws but to norms, to the rules of what
ought to be. These norms pre sup pose the hu man abil ity to make ra tio nal
dis tinc tions, and they are given by God as prin ci ples re quir ing con crete
for ma tion by those who pos sess his tor i cal power.

Be cause his tor i cal de vel op ment is sub ject to norms in stead of nat u ral
laws, it is im proper to view the “vi tal forces” in tra di tion, to which we
have to at tach our selves in the con tin ued for ma tion of his tory, as nat u ral
[73] givens not sub ject to stan dards of his tor i cal eval u a tion. In par tic u lar
one should not go along with the His tor i cal School, which ar gued that
“un con scious, his tor i cally vi tal forces” and the “in di vid ual na tional char -
ac ter” op er ate in the pro cess of his tory un der “God’s prov i den tial guid -
ance” just like the “vi tal force” in a bodily or gan ism. Such an ap peal to
“God’s guid ance in his tory” can only serve as an es cape from one’s own
re spon si bil ity for the course of cul tural de vel op ment. In this way of think -
ing “God’s guid ance” be came iden ti cal with Schicksal, the des tiny or fate
of a na tion. In prac tice “God’s guid ance” was re duced to the point where
the na tional char ac ter it self be came the norm. In other words, re spon si bil -
ity for cul tural de vel op ment was rel e gated to a mys te ri ous “na tional
spirit” [Volksgeist] that could not be al tered and that swept the mem bers
of a na tional com mu nity along like an ir re sist ible fate.

A view of his tory led by the scrip tural mo tive of cre ation co mes to an
en tirely dif fer ent con clu sion. In cul tural tra di tion “vi tal ity” is not rooted
merely in the na tional char ac ter, nor does it sig nify only that large parts of
tra di tion are still sup ported by enough his tor i cal power to pre vent their
erad i ca tion. Both are in deed nec es sary for his tor i cal de vel op ment but, by
them selves, they are not suf fi cient. True “vi tal ity” in a his tor i cal sense
only points to that part of tra di tion which is ca pa ble of fur ther de vel op -
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ment in con for mity with the norm for the open ing or dis clo sure of cul ture. 
This norm re quires the dif fer en ti a tion of cul ture into spheres that pos sess
their own unique na ture. Cul tural dif fer en ti a tion is nec es sary so that the
creational or di nance, which calls for the dis clo sure or un fold ing of ev ery -
thing in ac cor dance with its in ner na ture, may be re al ized also in his tor i cal 
de vel op ment.

This point is em i nently im por tant for the press ing is sues of the “new
age.” In deed, we may not rest un til we have gained clear in sight into the
mean ing of the his tor i cal norm of dif fer en ti a tion and into this norm’s
foun da tion in the di vine cre ation or der.

Undifferentiated Societies
Ear lier I have re peat edly dis cussed the con di tion of un dif fer en ti ated so -
ci et ies. In such so ci et ies there was as yet no room for the for ma tion of
life-spheres char ac ter ized by their own in ner na ture. The en tire life of
the mem bers of such a so ci ety was en closed by the prim i tive, un dif fer -
en ti ated bonds of kin ship (fa milia or gens), tribe or folk (Volk), which
pos sessed an ex clu sive and ab so lute re li gious sphere of power. These
bonds were dis tin guished only by their size and scope. They ful filled all 
of the tasks for which at a higher level of cul ture so ci etal struc tures are
de vel oped which dis play an in trin sic na ture pe cu liar to them selves, like
the state, the church, the busi ness en ter prise, the school, etc. At an [74]
un dif fer en ti ated level, the com mu nity ab sorbed the in di vid ual per son.
There was as yet lit tle con cern for the lives of in di vid ual per sons as
such. Their en tire sta tus was de pend ent upon their mem ber ship in the
prim i tive com mu nity. If they were os tra cized from that com mu nity,
they had no rights or peace. They were out laws. The same held for the
stranger or for eigner who did not be long to the kin ship, tribe, or folk
com mu nity.

If one con sid ers a prim i tive com mu nity in terms of its his tor i cal as pect,
one dis cov ers that it con sisted of a com pletely un dif fer en ti ated cul tural
sphere. Dif fer en ti ated spheres of civ i li za tion that un fold them selves ac -
cord ing to their own na ture, such as sci ence, art, trade, the church, the
state, the school, sports or ga ni za tion, and so forth, did not ex ist. Cul ture
was bound rig idly to the needs of the or ganic de vel op ment of com mu nal
life. It had a pre dom i nantly vi tal, or ganic char ac ter. The idol a trous re li -
gions that stamped these cul tures were ba si cally re li gions that fo cused on
or ganic life.

Tra di tion was all-powerful in a prim i tive, un dif fer en ti ated cul ture. Its
guard ians were the cul ture’s priestly lead ers. They im me di ately re jected
any at tempt at re newal, be liev ing that the gods would not ap prove. They
also guarded fear fully against the in fil tra tion of for eign in flu ences in the
lives of the peo ple. If such a cul ture re mained in this un dif fer en ti ated
state, it iso lated it self from cul tural in ter course with other peo ples. Bound
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to the or ganic de vel op ment of com mu nal life, it stood out side of world
his tory. When the tribe be came ex tinct, the com mu nity dis ap peared from
the scene with out a trace.

These, for in stance, were the char ac ter is tics of the Pap uan tribe of the
Marindamin in New Guinea. Only a few of its mem bers still ex ist. This
ex tinct cul ture had lit tle to of fer to the his tor i cal de vel op ment of the hu -
man race. By con trast, we saw with the Greeks and Romans that their  cul -
ture de vel oped into a real world cul ture af ter an orig i nally prim i tive
phase. Its in flu ence con tin ued into the Chris tian-Germanic world, and it
be came one of the foun da tions of our mod ern west ern civ i li za tion.

Medieval Society
Me di eval so ci ety was also largely un dif fer en ti ated. But in terms of its
his tor i cal as pect, it is ev i dent that me di eval cul ture was vastly dif fer ent
from the cul ture of the pa gan Ger manic tribes of the pre-Christian era.
Largely through the in ter me di ary of the Chris tian church, me di eval Ger -
manic cul ture was tre men dously en riched by Greco-Roman cul ture. It
also un der went the deeply for ma tive in flu ence of Chris ten dom. The Ro -
man Cath o lic Church, which be came the lead ing power in me di eval cul -
tural de vel op ment, was a highly dif fer en ti ated so ci etal bond. Un der its
lead er ship sci ence and art flour ished. It es tab lished uni ver si ties. Be -
cause a real body pol i tic was still lack ing, the church func tioned as the
or ga ni za tion [75] of all Chris ten dom. It tran scended the bound aries of
tribe and na tion and with its canon law, strongly in flu enced by Ro man
law, it pro duced a global ec cle si as ti cal law. The church was cath o lic,
that is, it em braced all Chris tians re gard less of their or i gin.

But in me di eval cul ture, which it self went through a num ber of de vel -
op men tal phases, the in sti tu tional church was largely the dif fer en ti ated
su per struc ture of a sub struc ture which was to a large ex tent still un dif fer -
en ti ated. Both struc tures, ac cord ing to the Ro man Cath o lic view, re lated to
each other in the way that “grace” re lated to “na ture.” This re li gious
ground- motive of na ture and grace op er ated as the cen tral dy namic force
in west ern cul tural de vel op ment dur ing the Mid dle Ages. We will dis cuss
this more fully later. In the pres ent con text we shall note only that the “nat -
u ral” sub struc ture un der neath the ec cle si as ti cal in sti tute of grace dis -
played much that was prim i tive and un dif fer en ti ated. In the dom i nant me -
di eval con cep tion there was one great com mu nity of Chris ten dom, the
cor pus Christianum. The pope was its spir i tual head while the em peror
was its worldly head. Their re la tion was not anal o gous to the mod ern re la -
tion be tween church and state, for a dif fer en ti ated body pol i tic did not ex -
ist. The em peror was only the head of the “nat u ral sub struc ture” of the
church. This sub struc ture was con sti tuted by church mem bers. The
church, in fact, was the all- embracing bond of Chris ten dom, which was
dif fer en ti ated in its su per struc ture, but un dif fer en ti ated in its sub struc ture. 

History, Historicism, and Norms

77



For this rea son me di eval cul ture was es sen tially ec cle si as ti cal. Na tional
differentiation was largely un known. The fact that the sub struc ture was
un dif fer en ti ated en abled the church of that time pe riod to con trol the
whole of cul tural life.

Let us ex am ine this nat u ral sub struc ture more closely. When the old
Ger manic sib or clan (a patrilineal fa mil ial com mu nity com pa ra ble to the
Ro man gens) dis in te grated, the Ger manic guilds pre served the to tal i tar ian 
prin ci ple ly ing at the foun da tion of this un dif fer en ti ated so ci etal sphere.
Orig i nally a guild was an ar ti fi cial clan, a fra ter nity based not on nat u ral
lin eage but on vol un tary mem ber ship un der oath. Vol un tary mem ber ship
did not in di cate, as the fa mous le gal his to rian Otto Gierke held, that the
lim its of prim i tive so ci ety had been tran scended.1 In ves ti ga tions [76] by
an thro pol o gists and eth nol o gists have shown that se cret “lodges” (com -
mu ni ties re quir ing an oath) were a com mon fea ture among prim i tive peo -
ples. The me di eval guild re vealed its prim i tive char ac ter in its to tal i tar ian
and un dif fer en ti ated struc ture. It em braced its mem bers in all the spheres
of their lives, and it could be seen as a model for any un dif fer en ti ated com -
mu nity built upon the ba sis of vol un tary mem ber ship. When the me di eval
town arose, the bur ghers or por ters (those who guarded the gates) united
in a so-called burgh guild. When out side the walls the mer chants es tab -
lished mer chant dis tricts, they joined to gether in mer chant guilds. The
later trade guilds orig i nated in the same way. The trade guilds were not
like mod ern busi ness cor po ra tions; orig i nally they were prim i tive fra ter -
ni ties that clearly be trayed the pa gan her i tage of the old re li gious com mu -
ni ties of the Frankish era in their rit u als. The guild also served as a model
for the coun try bor oughs, which some times are ex plic itly called “guilds”
in the his tor i cal doc u ments.

A sec ond model for the un dif fer en ti ated sub struc ture of me di eval so ci -
ety was the Ger manic home or house hold com mu nity, the coun ter part to
the Ro man fa milia. Like the fa milia, this house hold de fined the re li gious
sphere of au thor ity of the gods of home and hearth who rep re sented the
con ti nu ity of life be tween the house hold’s an ces tors and its liv ing mem -
bers. The head of the house hold ex er cised ab so lute and to tal i tar ian power, 
just like a Ro man pa ter familias. He had the power of life and death over
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1 Dooyeweerd is re fer ring to the third vol ume of Otto von Gierke’s work Das deut sche
Genossenschaftsrecht, 4 vols. (1868-1918; Graz: Akademische Druk U. Ver lags -
anstalt, 1954). Only sec tions of this book have been trans lated into Eng lish. The lat est
that has ap peared is called As so ci a tions and Law: The Clas si cal and Early Chris tian
Stages, trans. and intro. George Heiman (To ronto: Uni ver sity of To ronto Press, 1977).
For the ques tions dis cussed by Dooyeweerd, one can con sult an ear lier trans la tion of
part of the third vol ume: Otto Gierke, Po lit i cal The o ries of the Mid dle Ages, trans -
lated, with an in tro duc tion by F.W. Maitland, in 1900 (Boston: Bea con Press, 1958),
es pe cially the sec tion on “Unity in Church and State,” 9-21.



all who be longed to the house hold. He pos sessed an ab so lute right to them 
and to the house hold prop er ties.

Power in the Ger manic house hold com mu nity was called Mund. One
be came in de pend ent [mundig] if one were re leased from the Mund of
one’s lord and es tab lished a house hold com mu nity of one’s own. In con -
trast to the guild prin ci ple, the Mund prin ci ple ex pressed the per sonal do -
min ion of the chief over those who be longed to him. The first Meroving -
ian kings built the en tire or ga ni za tion of the great Frankish realm on this
Mund prin ci ple.

The Frankish king dom, es tab lished by Clovis in the fifth cen tury, grad -
u ally sub ju gated many of the Ger manic tribes on the Eu ro pean con ti nent.
It ex panded its re li giously rooted house hold power far be yond its orig i nal
lim its by sub ject ing all its sub or di nates to a gen eral Mund and by bring ing
the gov er nors and mil i tary lead ers into a nar rower, spe cial Mund sphere.
The Frankish church and other groups who de pended upon royal pro tec -
tion be cause of their help less sta tion fell un der this spe cial Mund. The old
Ger manic tribal kings al ready had ex tended their orig i nal house hold
power or Mund through the for ma tion of a so-called trustis, a royal ret i nue 
(Gefolgschaft). Prom i nent Ger man youths be longed to it who un der oath
ac cepted the royal ser vice of [77] knight hood and sub jected them selves
un con di tion ally to the Mund of their royal Führer, who had the power of
life and death over them. The first Frankish kings made a spe cial ef fort at
ex tend ing their royal com pany (Gefolgschaft), from which they re cruited
their pal ace aides and cen tral ad min is tra tive of fi cials. The later feu dal sys -
tem, un der which the vas sal per son ally sub jected him self to his lord, in -
cor po rated this ba sic idea of trustis, even though the feu dal sys tem it self
had a dif fer ent or i gin.

Hitler’s Retrogression
Hit ler – con sciously reach ing back to this an cient Ger manic ex am ple –
built his Führerstaat on the prim i tive and es sen tially pa gan prin ci ple of
the Gefolgschaft. He used this prin ci ple in a to tal i tar ian fash ion as a
guide for or ga niz ing all of life into a de i fied “Greater Ger manic Em -
pire.” Ev ery sphere of life, in clud ing the eco nomic sec tor, was in cor po -
rated into the to tal i tar ian na tional com mu nity in the light of the prin ci -
ples of Führer and Gefolgschaft. Each sphere was de liv ered over to the
ex clu sive power of a “di vine leader.” The idea of a dif fer en ti ated state
was ex plic itly pushed into the back ground in fa vor of the an cient Ger -
manic idea of the na tion [Volk]. But mem bers of the Ger man Volk were
not en cour aged to re call that the prin ci ple of the sib or clan had con -
stantly as serted it self over against the Führer prin ci ple in an cient Ger -
manic so ci ety. Even though na tional so cial ism made the “study” of
these “na tional be gin nings” an in te gral part of cul tural ed u ca tion, it
care fully avoided the his tor i cal truth that the Frankish kings ve he mently 
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op posed the prin ci ple of the clan when ever the clan as serted it self in so -
ci ety. The clan’s de mand for rec og ni tion was a threat to the Führer
prin ci ple.

The an cient Ger manic sibs did not know of lords and sub jects. They
were as so ci a tions that granted their mem bers equal rights. The re la tion of
au thor ity and sub jec tion was for eign to them. Not un til the Frankish realm 
col lapsed in the ninth cen tury could the guilds, based on the sib prin ci ple,
de velop freely and act as a coun ter bal ance to the au thor i tar ian prin ci ples
of Mund and Gefolgschaft. These prin ci ples were now be ing incorporated
– in a frag mented man ner, to be sure – in the feu dal sys tem, with its rad i cal 
struc ture of au thor ity and sub jec tion in the re la tion ship be tween lords and
vas sals.

The fun da men tal dif fer ence be tween the cul tural de vel op ment of clas -
si cal Rome and the me di eval Ger manic world was this: when the Ro man
city-state arose, the an cient bonds of lin eage lost their sig nif i cance for
good while the un dif fer en ti ated sphere of au thor ity of the Ro man house -
hold (fa milia) re mained lim ited to its orig i nal bound aries. In de pend ently
of the Ro man house hold, a pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion brought forth both a
true body pol i tic (res publica) and a global civil law (ius gentium). Yet in
Ger manic coun tries the un dif fer en ti ated sib and the [78] equally un dif fer -
en ti ated house hold com mu nity be came the mu tu ally op posed mod els for
or ga niz ing the worldly “sub struc ture” of me di eval so ci ety. Above this
struc ture only the Ro man Cath o lic Church could form a dif fer en ti ated cul -
tural com mu nity of global im pact.

Did na tional so cial ism then fol low a truly pro gres sive line when it im -
posed its to tal i tar ian ideas upon west ern cul ture in ac cor dance with the
model of the old Ger manic Führer prin ci ple? I hope that by now it has be -
come ap par ent that a truly scrip tur ally based an swer is pos si ble, and that
this an swer will also incoporate a his tor i cal judg ment upon the to tal i tar ian 
ten den cies which still threaten our cul tural de vel op ment even af ter the fall 
of na tional so cial ism.

Differentiation
Let us ex am ine more closely the sec ond norm for his tor i cal de vel op -
ment that we have ex plored thus far. This norm re quires the dif fer en ti a -
tion of cul ture into spheres that pos sess a proper na ture of their own.
This norm can be un der stood in its scrip tural sense only when seen in
im me di ate re la tion to the cre ation or der. Viewed in the light of the cre -
ation mo tive, his tor i cal de vel op ment ought to bring the wealth of crea -
tion al struc tures, in the cutural as pect as well, to full, dif fer en ti ated dis -
clo sure. Only in the dif fer en ti a tion of cul ture can the unique na ture of
each creational struc ture re veal it self fully.

His tor i cal de vel op ment is noth ing more than the cul tural as pect of the
great pro cess of be com ing which has to con tinue in all the as pects of tem -
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po ral re al ity in or der that the wealth of the creational struc tures can fully
come to fru ition in time. The pro cess of be com ing pre sup poses cre ation; it 
is the work ing out of cre ation in time. Time it self is en com passed by the
cre ation. The pro cess of be com ing, there fore, is not an in de pend ent, au -
ton o mous pro cess that stands over against God’s cre ation.

In all its as pects, the pro cess of be com ing de vel ops, in con for mity to
law, from an un dif fer en ti ated phase to a dif fer en ti ated phase. The or ganic
de vel op ment of life be gins from the still un dif fer en ti ated germ cell, out of
which the sep a rate or gans grad u ally dif fer en ti ate. The emo tional life of a
new born child is com pletely un dif fer en ti ated, but grad u ally it un folds into 
a dif fer en ti a tion of sen su ous feel ing, log i cal feel ing, lin gual feel ing, ar tis -
tic feel ing, ju rid i cal feel ing, and so forth. The course of hu man so ci etal
de vel op ment is no dif fer ent. Here too, un dif fer en ti ated forms grad u ally
dif fer en ti ate into the var i ous so ci etal struc tures through a lengthy pro cess
of his tor i cal de vel op ment. This dif fer en ti a tion oc curs in ac cor dance with
its his tor i cal as pect by means of a “branch ing out” of cul ture into the in -
trin si cally dif fer ent power spheres of sci ence, art, the state, the church, in -
dus try, trade, the school, vol un tary or ga ni za tions, etc.

Cul tural dif fer en ti a tion nec es sar ily ter mi nates the ab so lute and ex clu -
sive [79] power of the un dif fer en ti ated life-spheres. No dif fer en ti ated
life-sphere – in ac cor dance with its true nature – can em brace a per son in
all cul tural re la tion ships. Sci ence is no more ca pa ble of this than art; the
state is no more suit able to do this than the in sti tu tional church, the world
of busi ness, the school, or a la bor or ga ni za tion. Why is this so? Be cause
each of these spheres, in ac cor dance with its in ner na ture, is lim ited in its
cul tural sphere of power. The power sphere of the state, for in stance, is
char ac ter ized typ i cally as the power of the sword. This power is un doubt -
edly awe some, but it can not em brace the power of ei ther the church, the
arts, or the sci ences. The cul tural power ex er cised by any sphere of life is
lim ited by that sphere’s na ture. As a tem po ral in sti tu tion the church can -
not claim the whole of cul tural power. God did not give the church the his -
tor i cal call ing that he gave to sci ence, to art, to the state, or to eco nomic
en ter prise. The church’s spir i tual power can not in cor po rate the other
power spheres.

Cer tainly, ec cle si as ti cal power was very ex ten sive in the Mid dle Ages
when the Ro man Cath o lic Church em braced all of Chris ten dom. The pa -
pal ban could sus pend even one’s duty to obey a worldly gov ern ment. But
even at that time the church had to rec og nize the in her ent lim i ta tion of its
power. It was care ful never to gird it self with the swordpower of tem po ral
gov ern ment. It al lowed “pro fane” sci ence its own cul tural sphere of
power, press ing its ec cle si as ti cal power only in mat ters that af fected the
“souls of the faith ful.” Yet, ac cord ing to its con cep tion of its spe cial task,
the church de manded the lead er ship of all of cul tural life. For this rea son
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one can in deed speak of an overex tension of ec cle si as ti cal cul tural power.
The church over reached it self not be cause of the na ture of the church’s
spir i tual power but be cause of the re li gious ground-motive that ruled all of 
me di eval cul ture: the mo tive of na ture and grace in its typ i cally Ro man
Cath o lic un der stand ing. As the lead ing cul tural power, the Ro man Cath o -
lic Church was the bearer of this ground-motive, which ham pered the dif -
fer en ti a tion of the “nat u ral sub struc ture” of me di eval cul ture. The Ro man
Cath o lic ground-motive had a to tal i tar ian pro pen sity to con ceive of tem -
po ral so ci ety in terms of the scheme of the whole and its parts. This in cli -
na tion was re lated to the fact that in the ground-motive of na ture and grace 
the scrip tural mo tive of cre ation had be come largely over taken by the
Greek form-matter mo tive.

Still, one can speak of an overextension of the cul tural power sphere of
the church only if other dif fer en ti ated cul tural spheres, such as art and sci -
ence, al ready ex ist along side the church. When cul ture re mains in a prim i -
tive and un dif fer en ti ated stage, it has only one un dif fer en ti ated sphere of
power. Al though house holds, clans, and tribes may ex ist along side each
other, they are not dis tinct ac cord ing to their na ture. A pro cess of
over-extension in cul ture, there fore, pre sup poses a [80] pro cess of dif fer -
en ti a tion. It thus con flicts with the norms that God es tab lished for dif fer -
en ti a tion in his cre ation or der. Ev ery ex treme ex pan sion of the his tor i cal
power sphere of a spe cific life-sphere oc curs at the ex pense of the other
life-spheres, for it re tards their un fold ing in an un healthy way.

Cultural Economy

We have now ar rived at a more pre cise de ter mi na tion of the norm for
his tor i cal de vel op ment. I shall call it the prin ci ple of cul tural econ omy.
If we ob serve care fully, we no tice that this prin ci ple is noth ing other
than the prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty ap plied to the pro cess of his tor -
i cal de vel op ment. “Cul tural econ omy” re quires that the his tor i cal power 
sphere of each dif fer en ti ated cul tural sphere should re main lim ited to
the bound aries set by the true na ture spe cific to each life-sphere.

The prin ci ple of cul tural econ omy is a guar an tee that the view of his tory 
de vel oped so far is in deed on the course charted by the scrip tural mo tive
of cre ation. The line of true his tor i cal pro gres sion is clearly marked out by 
the creational or di nances them selves. Wher ever a to tal i tar ian im age of
cul ture is held up as the ideal that re sults in eras ing the hard won rec og ni -
tion of sphere sovereignty – whether this is done by ap peal ing to an cient
Ger manic cus toms or to the me di eval church – one can be cer tain that we
are faced with a re ac tion ary di rec tion in his tory. We should not be de -
ceived by the ad jec tive “pro gres sive,” a la bel that any new spir i tual move -
ment gladly claims for it self. A tree will be known by its fruits!
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In di vid u al iza tion and Na tional Iden tity

We will now ob serve how, as the his tor i cal norm of dif fer en ti a tion be -
gins to take ef fect, the as pect of cul ture be gins to dis close its mean ing.
This dis clo sure oc curs when the as pect of cul ture con cretely ex presses
its in ner co her ence with the sub se quent as pects of re al ity and thus re -
veals its “sphere uni ver sal ity.” We have dis cerned these as the as pects
of lan guage, so cial in ter course, the eco nomic as pect, the aes thetic as pect 
of beau ti ful har mony, the jural as pect, the moral as pect and the faith as -
pect.

We have seen that a cul ture which has not yet be gun to dif fer en ti ate iso -
lates it self from cul tural in ter course among peo ples and na tions which
play a role in world his tory. Such a cul ture is bound rig idly to the or ganic
as pect of the com mu nity and to a na ture re li gion of the stream of life. In
these cul tures nei ther sci ence, in de pend ent arts, a body pol i tic, nor an in -
de pend ent in dus trial life can arise. For ev ery dif fer en ti ated life-sphere de -
pends, for its his tor i cal de vel op ment, upon cul tural in ter course [81] in
world his tory. With the cul tural ex change the his tor i cal as pect dis closes
its co her ence with the as pect of so cial in ter course.

In this con nec tion we should note that dif fer en ti a tion of the dis tinct cul -
tural spheres goes hand in hand with in di vid u al iza tion. In di vid u al iza tion
here re fers to the de vel op ment of gen u inely in di vid ual na tional char ac ter -
is tics. Be cause of it, one can speak, for in stance, of French, Brit ish, and
Dutch cul tures. A prim i tive, en closed cul ture is never na tional. “Na -
tional” is char ac ter ized by the in di vid u al ity of a peo ple as an ex pres sion of 
its com mon his tor i cal ex pe ri ences and of its dis clo sure as a cul tural com -
mu nity. This his tor i cal in di vid u al ity is first de vel oped in the cul tural in -
ter ac tion of civ i lized peo ples. This in di vid u al ity is thus en tirely dif fer ent
from the in di vid ual traits of tribal and ra cial com mu ni ties which are based
on “vi tal” or or ganic fac tors.

The na tional dif fer en ti a tion of cul ture is thus con sis tent with the dis clo -
sure of cul ture. In the idea of the “Greater Ger manic Em pire” prop a gated
by na tional so cial ism, the na tional el e ment was pur posely sup pressed.
Here too one can as cer tain the re ac tion ary char ac ter of na tional so cial ism
as a his tor i cal and cul tural move ment. It nour ished it self on the myth of
“blood and soil,” which had no room for the na tional in di vid u al ity of cul -
ture. Na tional in di vid u al ity was re placed by the prim i tive idea of a peo ple
[Volk] based upon the “vi tal” or or ganic com mu nity of race and tribe.

The na tional char ac ter of a peo ple is not a prod uct of na ture but the re -
sult of cul tur ally for ma tive ac tiv ity. Cul tural for ma tion is sub ject to the
norm that God es tab lished for the his tor i cal dis clo sure of cul ture. Thus a
spe cific in stance of na tional in di vid u al iza tion, de vel oped in real terms, in
a par tic u lar time and place, can never be el e vated to the sta tus of a norm.
For such a spe cific in stance may well dis play anti-normative traits such as
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a lack of ini tia tive, sec tar i an ism, untrustworthiness, bour geois pro vin cial -
ism, an il lu sion of na tional gran deur, or an apos tate glo ri fi ca tion of na -
tional cul ture.

The norm for the for ma tion of a na tion con sists in a type of cul tural in di -
vid u al ity which ought to be re al ized with in creas ing pu rity as the spe cial
call ing of a peo ple. We will il lus trate this with ref er ence to the Dutch na -
tion.

The Dutch na tional char ac ter can be viewed as a “nor ma tive type.” In
ac cor dance with this “type,” the char ac ter of the Dutch na tion is marked
by its Cal vin is tic bent, its hu mane ness, its down-to-earthness and so ber
life style, its re li gious and po lit i cal sense of lib erty, its en ter pris ing spirit
stim u lated by its con stant strug gle against the sea, its pro nounced in ter na -
tional ori en ta tion, its spe cial ap ti tude for the art of paint ing and nat u -
ral-scientific re search, etc. The spir i tual ear nest ness of the Dutch [82] na -
tional char ac ter, nour ished by Cal vin ism, car ries with it an ori en ta tion to -
wards fun da men tal prin ci ples that places its mark upon po lit i cal par ties,
ed u ca tion, and so cial or ga ni za tions.

One can un doubt edly claim, there fore, that it is in keep ing with the na -
tional char ac ter of the Dutch that at tempted syn the ses be tween con tra dic -
tory worldviews lose their ef fect es pe cially in times of spir i tual re vi tal iza -
tion. At the same time, one may cer tainly not re duce the an tith e sis be -
tween Chris tian ity and hu man ism to a typ i cally Dutch cul tural phe nom e -
non. Re li gion is not de ter mined by na tional cul ture, but vice versa; it is re -
li gion that brings its for ma tive power to bear on na tional cul ture. Since the 
re li gious an tith e sis, pos ited by the scrip tural ground-motive, has been a
ma jor in flu ence on the na tion al ity of the Neth er lands by means of the cul -
tural power of Cal vin ism, the con tin ued im pact of this an tith e sis, also in
po lit i cal party for ma tion and so ci etal or ga ni za tion, is cer tainly not to be
con sid ered as anti nation al.

The Dutch Na tional Move ment does not do jus tice to the Dutch na tional 
char ac ter when it ex pects the ab o li tion of the an tith e sis in po lit i cal and so -
cial life to re in force the Dutch na tional con scious ness. If in deed the scrip -
tural ground-motive were no lon ger to have an im pact on po lit i cal and so -
cial prin ci ples, then the na tional char ac ter would be sub ject to a fun da -
men tal de gen er a tion. This would prove that the Dutch peo ple had erased
the im pact of its scrip tural-calvinistic for ma tion in his tory.

At this point the Dutch Na tional Move ment may posit the ques tion: is it
not true that hu man ism has also worked for ma tively on the Dutch na tional 
char ac ter? Un doubt edly it has, to a very great ex tent. From a purely his -
tor i cal point of view it has done more for the rec og ni tion of pub lic free -
dom for re li gious con vic tions than did sev en teenth cen tury Cal vin ism. It
has worked for ma tively on sci en tific and ar tis tic tal ents and on po lit i cal
in sti tu tions.
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In these re spects hu man ism has in deed ful filled its own cul tural call ing.
But be fore it suc cumbed to a pe riod of in ner de cay, hu man ism was al ways 
very con scious of its an tith e sis with scrip tural Cal vin ism. Par tic u larly in
the Neth er lands it never hes i tated to ac knowl edge the close con nec tion
be tween its po lit i cal prin ci ples and its worldview when ever con fronted
with scrip tural Chris tian ity. A truly Dutch hu man ism is a prin ci pled hu -
man ism that in its own way ex presses the spir i tual ear nest ness of the
Dutch na tional char ac ter. If Dutch hu man ism no lon ger sees the nec es sary 
con nec tion be tween its re li gious con vic tion and its po lit i cal and so cial
prin ci ples, then it has de gen er ated in ter nally both in its worldview and in
its his tor i cal role as a na tional power in Dutch cul ture. The en tire na tional
iden tity de gen er ates if it be comes un faith ful to its nor ma tive his tor i cal
type. [83]

God’s Judg ment in His tory

Cul tural dif fer en ti a tion leads to the rise of na tional in di vid u al ity. It also
opens the way for per sonal and in di vid ual po ten tial to make it self felt
in his tory. In di vid ual per son al ity is no lon ger ab sorbed in the un dif fer -
en ti ated com mu nity, which ear lier de ter mined the whole of cul tural ac -
tiv ity, but re ceives an op por tu nity for the free un fold ing of its tal ent and 
ge nius. It is in this con text that the in di vid ual shapers of his tory en ter
the stage. Their for ma tive ac tiv ity takes on world wide his tor i cal sig nif i -
cance.

In di vid ual traits are of course not ab sent in prim i tive, closed cul tural
spheres. But this cul tural in di vid u al ity dis plays a rel a tive uni for mity
through out the suc ces sive gen er a tions main tained by the power of fixed
tra di tion. To be sure, ex cep tion ally tal ented in di vid u als do ap pear in prim -
i tive cul tures, as an thro pol o gists have ob served re peat edly. Their in flu -
ence, how ever, is lim ited to the nar row bound aries of a closed com mu -
nity. A dis closed cul ture, on the other hand, has in di vid ual forms of
world- historical char ac ter upon which in di vid ual lead ers place their per -
sonal stamp.

Gen u ine his tor i cal con scious ness arises first in an opened up, dis closed
cul ture. This con scious ness be gins to dis tin guish what is his tor i cally sig -
nif i cant from the his tor i cally in sig nif i cant. It also con trib utes to the urge
to re cord what is his tor i cally mem o ra ble in sym bols, such as his tor i cal ac -
counts, mon u ments, in scrip tions, etc. In the rel a tively uni form life of a
closed, prim i tive cul ture, the muse of his tory does not have ma te ri als for
her chron i cle. The lack of his tor i cal con scious ness in such a cul ture re -
sults in the lack of his tor i cal writ ing. Al though in any un de vel oped so ci -
ety one finds cer tain cu ri ous-sound ing myths con cern ing the or i gin of its
peo ple and the or i gin of the world, one searches in vain for truly his tor i cal
in for ma tion con cern ing the de vel op ment of its cul ture. Such a cul ture
lacks a crit i cal aware ness of dis tance with re spect to the past. Only an
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opened cul ture re veals the re mark able con nec tion be tween the cul tural as -
pect and the lin gual as pect whose nu cleus is sym bolic des ig na tion or sig -
ni fi ca tion by means of ei ther words or other signs. Thus the pres ence of
mon u ments, his tor i cal in scrip tions, or chron i cles is a re li able cri te rion for
de ter min ing that a cul ture has passed be yond the un dif fer en ti ated stage.

With out doubt many rem nants of prim i tive cul tural for ma tion ex ist
even in very highly de vel oped and opened up cul tures. Re minders of old
pa gan cus toms are still with us to day: Easter bon fires, Fa ther Christ mas,
the “cel e bra tion” of an eclipse, and so on. But such rem nants are not alive
in [84] our cul ture. They are the pet ri fied, fos sil ized rel ics of tra di tion. To -
day we clas sify them as “folk lore.” Na tional so cial ism tried to re store new 
life into the pet ri fied re mains of a prim i tive and pa gan Ger manic cul ture.
These rel ics were ac corded a place of honor in the cul ture of the “race” in
ac cor dance with the de mands of the na tional-socialistic myth of “blood
and soil.” A more pro nounced ret ro gres sion or a bleaker spirit of re ac tion
is not known in the his tory of the world. Na tional so cial ism can be ex -
plained only as the poi son ous leaven of a directionless historicism that
lost all con scious ness of his tor i cal dis tance in the face of the dead re mains
of tra di tion.

Once the pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion in cul ture be gins, the con nec tions
be tween the his tor i cal as pect and the later as pects of re al ity dis close them -
selves. We have al ready men tioned the con nec tion with the as pects of lan -
guage, so cial in ter course, and econ omy.1 The re la tion be tween the his tor i -
cal as pect and the aes thetic as pect may serve as an ad di tional il lus tra tion.
Only when a cul ture ob serves the prin ci ple of cul tural econ omy does it
guar an tee har mo ni ous cul tural de vel op ment. Ev ery trans gres sion of the
his tor i cal norm ex pressed in this prin ci ple leads to dis har mo ni ous cul tural 
de vel op ment.

Ex am ples of such dis har mony are many. In the days of the En light en -
ment the in flu ence of the hu man is tic ideal of sci ence granted vir tu ally un -
lim ited power to the nat u ral sci ences. All prog ress in the his tory of hu -
man kind was ex pected to come from the fur ther de vel op ment of sci ence.
Due to its pen e tra tion into the church, the first vic tim of the hu man is tic de -
i fi ca tion of sci ence was the life of faith. “Mod ern ism,” preached from the
pul pit by en light ened preach ers, spread a spirit of arid and home spun pro -
vin cial ra tio nal ism which stran gled bib li cal faith. For the “en light ened,”
the mir a cles and the mys ter ies of faith in God’s rev e la tion were out dated.
Sci ence, af ter all, had a nat u ral ex pla na tion for ev ery thing.

At the same time, eco nomic, le gal, and moral life were in fected with a
spirit of su per fi cial util i tar i an ism and in di vid u al ism. The state was seen as 
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an ar ti fi cial prod uct con structed from “el e ments,” just like a com pound in
a lab o ra tory. Even art fell un der the in flu ence of the ra tio nal is tic spirit of
the age. It was sub ject to rigid, ra tio nal for mu las and to in flex i ble ar tis tic
pat terns.

In the long run cul ture can not sur vive un der an overextension of the
power sphere of nat u ral sci ence. A judg ment then be gins to take place in
his tory, which opens up the re la tion of the his tor i cal to the jural as pect of
re al ity. Un der God’s guid ance, the French Rev o lu tion ex e cuted this judg -
ment. And af ter its liq ui da tion, the French Rev o lu tion was in turn [85] fol -
lowed by a pe riod of re ac tion, the Res to ra tion, in the great strug gle for the
free dom of na tions against the con queror Na po leon. In a sim i lar way the
me di eval overextension of ec cle si as ti cal power, which sub or di nated ev -
ery cul tural ex pres sion to its au thor i tar ian lead er ship, was fol lowed by an
in di vid u al is tic coun ter-force which re jected ev ery be lief in au thor ity and
at tempted to lib er ate it self from ev ery so ci etal bond. What a great his tor i -
cal judg ment has been ex e cuted over the ex ces sive ex pan sion of the cul -
tural power of his tor i cal sci ence in our most re cent historicistic and rel a -
tiv is tic pe riod! The first phase of this judg ment is al ready be hind us: we
have wit nessed the un speak ably bloody and re ac tion ary re gime of na -
zism, the de gen er ate spir i tual off spring of mod ern historicism. To tal i tar -
ian “ra cial” [volkse] ide als, in spired by the myth of “blood and soil,” re -
verted west ern cul ture to the dark night of the pa gan na ture re li gions.
More over, these to tal i tar ian ide als were backed by the mil i tary power of a
mighty mod ern state. The to tal Ger manic Volk com mu nity – in cor po rated
in a to tal i tar ian state! The mil i tary power of the Ger man nazi state ex -
panded with out bounds, at tempt ing to break all op po si tion from the other
cul tural spheres. Sci ence and art, child rear ing and ed u ca tion, in dus try
and tech nol ogy, la bor or ga ni za tions and phi lan thropy – all were made
sub ser vi ent to the pan-Germanic ideal of the Volk. Each be came a seg -
ment of the all-embracing state. The to tal i tar ian state led to a to tal i tar ian
war among the na tions that made no dis tinc tion be tween sol dier and ci vil -
ian. Great cit ies and great cul tural trea sures were trans formed into smok -
ing ru ins. Cer tainly this was God’s judg ment in world his tory!

The Sec ond World War has ended. But has the po lit i cal and mil i tary de -
feat of the to tal i tar ian states also de liv ered us from the spirit of mod ern
historicism with its over es ti ma tion of the folk com mu nity and its flight
into an all-en com pass ing whole? Do we not de tect to tal i tar ian ideas of ei -
ther an ec cle si as ti cal or po lit i cal na ture all around us? Surely to day, no
one de sires cen tral ized state power. To day peo ple pre fer “func tional
decentralization,” which seeks to un bur den the cen tral or gans of
government by cre at ing “new so ci etal or gans” and by rec og niz ing their
autonomy and self-government, al beit still un der con trol of the au -
thorities. What is not rec og nized, how ever, is the great creational
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principle of sphere sov er eignty, the principle that sov er eignty is rooted in
the in trin sic na ture of the life-spheres ac cord ing to their creational struc -
tures. Nei ther is the di vine norm for his tor i cal de vel op ment rec og nized
which is rooted in the principle of sphere sov er eignty. This is the norm of
differentiation, which de mands that the struc tures of cre ation be brought
to disclosure also in the cul tural as pect of hu man so ci ety. Nor do peo ple
to day dis cern the norm of cul tural econ omy, which re stricts each sphere
[86] of life from ex pand ing its cul tural power be yond what is in keep ing
with its own na ture.

Many still live in the rel a tiv is tic, lev el ing world of historicistic thought.
There is much talk of in dus trial de moc racy, but there is lit tle ev i dence of
care ful thought as to whether de moc racy, as a typ i cal po lit i cal form of or -
ga ni za tion, can be trans planted to the life of in dus try, whose struc ture is
so very dif fer ent. There is much talk of the autonomy and self-government
of the spheres of life within the state in terms of a uni ver sal plan ning
scheme, as if the re la tion be tween the non po lit i cal spheres and the state is
quite sim i lar to the re la tion be tween the state and its au ton o mous parts.
Es pe cially to day, when con sid er ing the whole in ter na tional sit u a tion, it is
hardly con ceiv able that the pen du lum of world his tory will swing back
from an absolutization of the com mu nity to an over es ti ma tion of
individual free dom, the dan ger of to tal i tar ian ideas, no mat ter what their
guise, is greater than ever.

In view of this, the scrip tural con cep tion of the spir i tual an tith e sis must
con tinue to as sert it self in to day’s po lit i cal and so cial life. It has per haps
never been needed as ur gently as in these times of spir i tual uprootedness
and dis rup tion. The con tin ued per me ation of the spir i tual an tith e sis is to -
day the only way, not to di vide the na tion but, to the con trary, to save the
best fea tures of our na tional iden tity.

To this point we have ex plored the scrip tural view of his tory in terms of
the bib li cal mo tive of cre ation. But the in di vis i ble unity of the Chris tian
ground-motive de mands that we now place this his tory un der the full light 
of hu man kind’s rad i cal fall and its re demp tion through Je sus Christ. Ul ti -
mately, dis har mony in the his tor i cal pro cess of cul tural de vel op ment can
be un der stood only in terms of the fall, and the an tith e sis can be grasped
only in terms of re demp tion. [87]
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Chapter 4

Faith and Cul ture

The Struc ture of Faith

Thus far we have seen that the re la tions be tween the his tor i cal as pect
and the later as pects of reality be come trans par ent in the pro cess of cul -
tural disclosure. We have traced these re la tions through the jural as pect,
find ing that with the “judg ment of God in world his tory” his tor i cal de -
vel op ment points for ward to the jural as pect of the di vine cre ation
order. Be gin ning again with the ju rid i cal re la tion, we shall now ex am ine 
these re la tions in more de tail.

Might and Right in His tory
The con nec tion be tween law and his tory re veals it self in a typ i cal way
in po lit i cal life. In war, for ex am ple, the government’s ne glect of na -
tional de fense avenges it self. Ac cord ing to its typ i cally in ner na ture and
or der, the state is his tor i cally founded on a monopolistic or ga ni za tion of 
the power of the sword within its ter ri to rial area. Only on the ba sis of
this power can the state ful fill its typ i cal des ti na tion as the pub lic-legal
com mu nity of government and peo ple. Be fore all else the state ought to
obey the historico-political norm to ac tu al ize and main tain the typ i cal
foun da tion of its le gal ex is tence as an in de pend ent power. If the state
fails to pro tect this foun da tion, it does not de serve in de pend ence. Thus
Hegel’s claims that a na tion proves its right to ex ist in war and that his -
tory re veals a “higher jus tice” con tained a mo ment of truth. But un for tu -
nately these claims rested on a dan ger ous con fu sion of might [88] and
right, a typ i cal con se quence of the historicistic view of re al ity. Hegel
de nied the va lid ity of in ter na tional law, ar gu ing that in ter na tional re la -
tions were gov erned sim ply by the “law of the stron gest.” Na tional so -
cial ism later el e vated this Hegelian po si tion to the sta tus of un ques -
tioned dogma.

As such, his tor i cal might can never be iden ti fied with le gal right. Nev -
er the less, the norm God es tab lished in his tor i cal de vel op ment for the for -
ma tion of power by a state, can not be un der stood out side of its con nec tion
with the jural norm. Ev ery where the or di nances of God which ob tain for
the var i ous as pects of cre ated re al ity dis play an in dis sol u ble, mu tual co -
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her ence, for their root-unity lies in the sin gle re li gious com mand ment that
we love God with all our heart. Here the cre ation or der re veals its in te gral
char ac ter.

Only by rec og niz ing the de mands of law [the jural = recht] as a unique
as pect of so ci ety can one speak of the ex e cu tion of a di vine judg ment in
his tory re vealed in the his tor i cal power strug gle. In deed, this strug gle
would never ex hibit the fea tures of a his tor i cal judg ment with out a con -
nec tion with law [recht].

Ear lier we found that the vi o la tion of the norm of cul tural econ omy
based on ex ces sive ex pan sion of power be long ing to a spe cific cul tural
sphere nec es sar ily avenges it self in his tory. This led us to the con clu sion
that the dif fer en ti ated life-spheres of dis closed cul ture do in deed pos sess
an orig i nal right of their own. Ju ridically too, then, the life-spheres are
sov er eign in their own sphere. In other words, the life-spheres do not de -
rive their right to de velop ac cord ing to their own in ner na ture from the
state. A state law which fun da men tally vi o lates the ju rid i cal sphere sov er -
eignty of nonstate spheres can not be viewed as valid law, for God did not
give the state an ab so lute and un lim ited ju rid i cal power. Rather than ab so -
lute sov er eignty over other life-spheres, the state alone pos sesses sov er -
eignty within its own sphere, lim ited by its spe cific na ture and or der
[levenswet] granted to it by God. Only in con junc tion with this true ju rid i -
cal sphere sov er eignty, es tab lished for each of the life-spheres by God’s
le gal or di nance, can one prop erly speak, also within the as pect of cul tural
de vel op ment, of the dif fer en ti ated spheres of life as hav ing a world his tor -
i cal right to the rec og ni tion of their own unique spheres of com pe tence.

Love of Cul ture

Only a rec og ni tion of this his tor i cal right of cul ture can lead to the un -
fold ing of a love of cul ture which in turn is the first con di tion for a har -
mo ni ous de vel op ment of civ i li za tion. Only when sci ence, art, com -
merce, and tech nol ogy are free to fol low their own law of life does cul -
tural love flour ish, while with out a moral zeal for ful fill ing a his tor i cal
task, a cul ture shriv els up and with ers away. If sci ence and art are bound 
to a to tal i tar ian state [89] or church, they soon lose their in ner au then tic -
ity. No lon ger in spired by love for their cul tural task, sci en tists and art -
ists be come in stru ments in the hands of a ty ran ni cal re gime which de -
nies them their own right to cul tural life.

The love of cul ture opens up the bond be tween the his tor i cal and moral
as pects of re al ity. The core of the moral as pect is the prin ci ple of love in -
so far as love re veals it self in the tem po ral re la tion ships of life. In ac cor -
dance with the var i ous life-spheres, the prin ci ple of moral love dif fer en ti -
ates it self into neigh borly love, love for par ents and chil dren, pa tri otic
love, love of sci en tific truth, love of ar tis tic beauty, and so forth.
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Faith as the Bound ary As pect

The last and all-con trol ling re la tion which dis closes it self in the pro cess
of his tor i cal de vel op ment is the link be tween his tory and faith. Ul ti -
mately, the faith of the lead ing cul tural pow ers de ter mines the en tire di -
rec tion of the open ing pro cess of cul ture. The re li gious ground-mo tive
be hind all cul tural de vel op ment in a phase of his tory man i fests it self
within time first in the faith of those who are called to form his tory. The 
con nec tion be tween faith and his tory re quires spe cial at ten tion be cause
of the ex cep tional place the as pect of faith oc cu pies in the tem po ral
world or der; ly ing at the bound ary of time and eter nity, this as pect is the 
last in tem po ral re al ity.

Al though faith is the ul ti mate bound ary func tion of our life as hu man
be ings, it should not be con fused with the re li gious root-unity of the heart,
soul, or spirit of hu man ex is tence. For it is from the heart that the de par -
ture points of our tem po ral life em a nate, in clud ing those of our tem po ral
faith life. For all hu man be ings faith is a sub jec tive func tion of their in ner
con scious ness, whether one is a be liever in Christ or whether one’s faith
lies in the di rec tion of apos tasy. In terms of di rec tion and con tent, faith is
ei ther an apos tate faith or the faith that is ac tive in a per son through the
Holy Spirit. Both faiths op er ate within the same struc ture of the tem po ral
func tion of con scious ness which God gave hu man na ture at cre ation. Both 
are en closed within the bound ary as pect of tem po ral re al ity.

All tem po ral crea tures other than hu man be ings func tion ob jec tively in
the as pect of faith. All tem po ral things are ob jects of a per son’s sub jec tive
faith func tion, just as their color and taste are ob jects of sen sory per cep -
tion and their log i cal char ac ter is tics are ob jects of con cep tu al iza tion. The
ma jes tic words that open the book of Gen e sis, “In the be gin ning God cre -
ated the heav ens and the earth,” ought to de ter mine the con tent of our faith 
with ref er ence to cre ation; for heaven and earth, to gether with all that has
un folded in them, are, within time, ob jects of ei ther this faith or an apos -
tate faith that turns away from the rev e la tion of God’s Word. [90]

By re lat ing the or i gin of all things to an eter nal flux of life, the pa gan na -
ture re li gions made all crea tures the ob jects of their prim i tive faith. The
same holds for the mod ern evo lu tion ist, who be lieves that what ever lives
has come forth from one orig i nal source. Sim i larly, for any one who be -
lieves the Scrip tures, all things are the ob jects of faith in cre ation.

More point edly, there are many con crete things which are char ac ter ized 
by an ob jec tive faith func tion; that is, their dis tinc tive pur pose or qual ity
is in trin si cally re lated to sub jec tive hu man faith life. For ex am ple, the en -
tire struc ture of a church build ing is char ac ter ized by its ob jec tive li tur gi -
cal des ti na tion. Or con sider the bread and wine of holy com mu nion. In the 
faith life of the par tak ers, bread and wine are ob jects of faith as sym bols of 
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our Sav ior’s cru ci fied body and the blood he shed. As faith sym bols they
are a means of strength en ing the be liev ers’ faith.

All of this would be with out mean ing if the re al ity of the bread and wine 
were closed off in the physico-chemical as pect of these en ti ties. This is
not the case. These en ti ties dis play an ob ject func tion in all
post-physico-che mi cal as pects, in clud ing the as pect of faith.

We must thus make clear dis tinc tions be tween the fol low ing:

1. The faith as pect of re al ity.

2. The sub jec tive func tion of be lief which hu man be ings pos sess in this 
as pect.

3. The ob jec tive func tion which all tem po ral things pos sess in this as -
pect.

4. The con tent of our sub jec tive faith.

Our sub jec tive faith func tion is sub ject to God’s rev e la tion, as the norm
for faith. More over, it is sues from the re li gious root of our tem po ral life, 
namely, the heart, soul, or spirit of a per son. Be cause of the fall into sin, 
the hearts of hu man be ings turned away from God and the re li gious
ground-motive of apostasy took hold of their faith and of their whole
tem po ral life. Only the Spirit of God causes the re birth of our hearts in
Christ and rad i cally re verses the direction of our tem po ral func tion of
faith.

Abra ham Kuyper was prob a bly the first to re gain for the ol ogy the scrip -
tural in sight that faith is a unique func tion of our in ner life im planted in
hu man na ture at cre ation. Scho las ti cism had for saken this in sight com -
pletely un der the in flu ence of the un scrip tural ground-motive of na ture
and grace. Ro man Cath o lic scholastic thought iden ti fied faith with be lief
in Ro man Cath o lic doc trine, ar gu ing that faith was the supranatural gift of
grace to the in tel lect, by means of which the in tel lect ac cepted the supra -
natural truths of sal va tion. Thus the faith func tion be came a supranatural
ex ten sion of the log i cal func tion found in hu man na ture. Faith con sisted in 
a purely in tel lec tual ac cep tance, but by means of a higher light that tran -
scended the lim its of nat u ral rea son. The in sight into the unique na ture of
the func tion of faith within the bound ary [91] as pect of tem po ral re al ity
had com pletely dis ap peared from this scho las tic con cep tion.

The Greek con cep tion of hu man na ture, which was shaped by the re li -
gious form-matter mo tive and which the scholastic think ers had ac cepted,
was the rea son for this dis ap pear ance. In the light of this Greek con cep -
tion, the scholastic think ers viewed “hu man na ture” as a com po si tion of a
“ma te rial body” and a “ra tio nal soul” (char ac ter ized by the log i cal func -
tion of thought). The soul was con sid ered the im mor tal form of the ma te -
rial body. From the out set Greek phi los o phy de pre ci ated faith, rel e gat ing
it to the lower realm of sense per cep tions. In the Greek view the o ret i cal
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thought was the only road to truth; “be lief” was merely sub jec tive opin ion 
[doxa] which did not rest on any re li able ground. When scholasticism ac -
cepted the Greek view of hu man na ture, its only al ter na tive was to trans fer 
faith to a supranatural realm since in the Greek con cep tion the faith func -
tion did not de serve a place in the “ra tio nal soul.” The scholastics thus put
faith com pletely out side of “hu man na ture” by plac ing it in the “realm of
grace.”

To day’s di a lec ti cal theo lo gians (Barth, Brun ner, and oth ers) have not
es caped from the un scrip tural ground-motive of na ture and grace de spite
the fact that their view of “nat u ral life” is not Greek but more in line with
hu man ism. They iden tify “na ture” with “sin.” As a re sult they can in deed
ac knowl edge that the hu man is tic view of na ture is rad i cally sin ful in its
pride, while at the same time not re plac ing the hu man is tic view with a
scrip tural ap proach. Barth ex plic itly main tains that an ab so lute gap di -
vides “na ture” from “grace.” For him the Chris tian faith, a di vine gift of
grace, does not have a sin gle point of con tact with “sin ful hu man na ture.”
He un der stands faith as the ex clu sive ac tiv ity of God which oc curs en -
tirely with out hu man in put.

Kuyper’s scrip tural view of the faith func tion must be firmly up held
against all such de par tures from the rev e la tion of the Word. The sta tus of
the faith func tion has a de ci sive ef fect on our view of the scope of the an -
tith e sis in tem po ral life and on our view of his tory. Con se quently, we
must in ves ti gate the na ture and place of the func tion of faith in tem po ral
life fur ther.

Faith and Rev e la tion

The con nec tion be tween faith and his tory led us to ex am ine more
closely the place of the faith as pect in the en tire or der of all the as pects
of reality. The ex cep tional place of faith in tem po ral life is mis un der -
stood com pletely if its po si tion as the bound ary be tween time and eter -
nity is not grasped. Faith is both the bound ary as pect of tem po ral re al ity 
and the win dow fac ing eter nity.

Faith can not ex ist with out God’s rev e la tion. By na ture faith is [92] ori -
ented to this rev e la tion. In un spir i tual and am big u ous use of lan guage the
term be lief of ten has the mean ing of “opin ion” and “un cer tain knowl -
edge.” (In a sen tence like this, for in stance: I be lieve that I have met you
be fore.) This was the pre ferred us age in Greek phi los o phy, as we have al -
ready seen. True faith, how ever, is the ex act op po site of un cer tain opin -
ion; for in the core of its mean ing it is ul ti mate cer tainty in time with re -
spect to the sure ground of one’s ex is tence, a cer tainty ac quired when one
is grasped in the heart of one’s be ing by a rev e la tion from God, the or i gin
of all things. No mat ter how deeply it has fallen away from the truth, faith
is al ways ori ented to di vine rev e la tion. There fore terms like “in tu itive cer -
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tainty” and “ev i dence” do not suf fi ciently de scribe the nu cleus or core of
faith.

Di vine rev e la tion con nects the tem po ral with the eter nal. God is the
eter nal one who is re vealed to hu man kind in time. Christ Je sus, the Word
be come flesh, is the full ness of di vine rev e la tion. It is pre cisely this rev e -
la tion that rep re sents the great stum bling block for the ar ro gant thought of
the apos tate; hu man kind does not de sire God’s rev e la tion be cause it
threat ens its pre tended self-sufficiency. Hu man kind wants to hold God at
an in fi nite the o ret i cal dis tance in or der to spec u late about God in peace as
the “most per fect Be ing,” a “Be ing” who stands far re moved from what -
ever touches tem po ral life. But God does not re spect the the o ret i cal, hu -
manly con trived di vi sion of time and eter nity. God is re vealed in the midst 
of time. Sin ners re deemed by Christ who hear this rev e la tion pray: “Lord
have mercy upon us. We have cov ered your world with ha tred, an ger,
blood, and tears. And look, you are there and you see it all!” This is the
rev e la tion of God in his Word and in all the works of his hands! Rev e la -
tion throws the fire of the an tith e sis upon the earth. It di vides par ents and
chil dren; it sets friend against friend; it drives rifts within the na tion; it
turns hu man kind against it self. “Do not think that I came to bring peace on 
earth.” says the Sav ior; “I have not come to bring peace, but a sword”
[Mat thew 10:34].

The Anal ogies of Faith
It is the un break able con nec tion be tween the rev e la tion of God and the
func tion of faith (along with the faith as pect in which this func tion
works) that ac cords faith its po si tion as the bound ary be tween time and
eter nity. As such, the faith func tion is en com passed within the tem po ral
world or der. It be longs to tem po ral life just as the or ganic, psy chi cal,
log i cal, and lin gual func tions do. The struc ture of the faith as pect it self
dem on strates that faith stands in time; like the struc tures of all the other
as pects, its struc ture ex presses a coherence with ev ery other as pect of
tem po ral re al ity. The as pect of faith is the last in the tem po ral or der.
The [93] oth ers pre cede it. Nev er the less, it is re lated to what tran scends
time; namely, to the ab so lute ground and or i gin of all tem po ral life.

Thus the nu clear mo ment of the struc ture of the as pect of faith points
be yond time to the re li gious root and or i gin of our tem po ral ex is tence. At
the same time, this nu clear mo ment is bound up in sep a ra bly with a whole
se ries of mo ments that point back to the nu clear mo ments of all the ear lier
as pects. Con sider, for ex am ple, faith’s re la tion to the moral as pect. Faith
in the real sense of the word is not pos si ble with out ad o ra tion or wor ship.
Faith has a moral an a logy in ad o ra tion which re fers to love, to the core of
the moral as pect. But ad o ra tion is nat u rally di rected to God. If it is di -
rected to a crea ture it be comes idol a trous. This ori en ta tion of faith also
im plies that magic – found among pa gan na tions as well as in me di eval
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Chris ten dom and at the time of the Re nais sance – is not re ally an au then tic 
re li gious phe nom e non. Cer tainly magic is im pos si ble with out some kind
of faith. But as such it is di rected at “con trol ling” nat u ral forces with im -
proper means. In es sence there fore it is not a re li gious act di rected to the
ad o ra tion of a de ity.

The struc ture of faith also ex hib its a ju rid i cal anal ogy that points to the
con nec tion be tween the faith as pect and the jural as pect. The God who re -
veals him self to hu man kind has the right to ad o ra tion of faith. Cer tainly,
this right is not a “right” in the orig i nal jural sense. It is not com pa ra ble
with the right of buy ers to their goods or the right of own ers to their prop -
erty. Rather, it is a ju rid i cal anal ogy within the mean ing of faith which,
like a moral anal ogy, points be yond time to the re li gious re la tion of de -
pend ence that char ac ter izes the bond be tween God and hu man kind.

The scrip tural ref er ence to jus ti fi ca tion by faith is also a ju rid i cal anal -
ogy. This jus ti fi ca tion should never be un der stood in a tech ni cally le gal
sense but, like the other ju rid i cal anal o gies, its faith mean ing can be
grasped only through its co her ence with the jural as pect of re al ity, which
is one of the as pects that binds the as pect of faith to the tem po ral or der. Di -
vine rev e la tion first of all di rects it self to the heart, to the re li gious cen ter
of ex is tence, and from there it moves to one’s whole tem po ral life in the
to tal co her ence of its as pects. Thus God’s righ teous ness, the mean ing of
which is given in faith, can not be un der stood with out ref er ence to the jural 
as pect.

The struc ture of faith dis plays a fur ther anal ogy with the aes thetic as -
pect whose nu clear ker nel is beau ti ful har mony. In faith we find a mo ment 
of har mony through which hu man kind is brought into true com mu nion
with God. This is not aes thetic har mony. In deed ev ery at tempt to con ceive 
of faith aes thet i cally leads to its de na tur ing. But pre cisely be cause faith
ori ents all the as pects of re al ity to ward God, the as pect of faith is in ter wo -
ven with the aes thetic as pect as well. [94]

Faith also re veals a struc tural, in ner coherence with the eco nomic as -
pect of re al ity. True faith is al ways ac com pa nied by a readi ness to sac ri -
fice. Even among pa gans sac ri fice is an es sen tial ex pres sion of faith life.
True sac ri fi cial readi ness of the Chris tian faith rests upon hu man kind’s
eval u a tion of ei ther tem po ral or eter nal trea sures. Christ’s an swer to the
rich young man who asked, “Teacher, what good deed must I do, to have
eter nal life?” was this: “Go, sell what you pos sess and give to the poor,
and you will have trea sure in heaven; and come, fol low me” [Mat thew
19:16f]. Here the eco nomic an a logy within faith co mes clearly into fo cus.
All tem po ral pos ses sions with out Christ can not be com pared with the
trea sure guar an teed to us in the King dom of God. They must be sac ri ficed
for the “pearl of great value,” as Christ pro claimed in the par a ble [Mat -
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thew 13:45,46]. Again, the val u a tion that oc curs in faith is not eco nomic,
but it is in sep a ra bly in ter wo ven with eco nomic val u a tion.

Also es sen tial to the struc ture of faith is an anal ogy with the as pect of
so cial in ter course. In her ent in faith is the be liever’s com mu nion with God
and with fel low be liev ers. Fel low ship in faith is of a spir i tual na ture. It
can not be re duced to in ter course in the so cial sense, which is sub ject to the 
uniquely so cial norms of po lite ness, tact, good man ners, cour tesy, re -
spect, and so forth. But fel low ship in faith does re fer back to the nu clear
mo ment of the so cial as pect.

A lin gual anal ogy too is in her ent in the struc ture of faith. In the core of
its mean ing the lin gual as pect is sym bolic sig ni fi ca tion ac com plished
through the use of signs (words, ges tures, sig nals, and so on). In her ent in
faith is a sym bol ism in which the rev e la tion of God is “sig ni fied,” made
plain to us. The lin gual anal ogy within the mean ing of faith is not re duc -
ible to the orig i nal func tion of lan guage. Holy Scrip ture sig ni fies for us
the true rev e la tion of God’s Word. This rev e la tion can be un der stood only 
through faith guided by the Holy Spirit who op er ates in the re li gious
ground-motive of God’s Word-revelation. If we read Scrip ture with an
un be liev ing heart we may in deed grasp the lin gual mean ing of its words
and sen tences, but their true faith mean ing [geloofsbetekenis] es capes us.
Thus the ex e ge sis of Scrip ture is not sim ply a lin guis tic mat ter that is the
con cern of ex pert phi lol o gists. It is not even a purely theo log i cal af fair,
which only pre sup poses solid sci en tific, theo log i cal knowl edge. A Jew ish 
rabbi reads Isa iah 53 dif fer ently than a be liev ing Chris tian, and a mod ern -
is tic theo lo gian does not dis cern its proph ecy of the aton ing suf fer ing and
death of the Me di a tor. Who ever does not un der stand the re li gious
ground-motive of Scrip ture lacks the key to faith knowl edge. This bib li cal 
ground-motive is not a the o ret i cal truth which one can un der stand sci en -
tif i cally. Rather, it is the all-controlling, dy namic power of God’s Spirit
which must open our hearts to what God [95] has to say to us, and which,
with our hearts thus opened, must un veil the faith mean ing of Holy Writ.
But again, even though the lin gual anal ogy ly ing within the struc ture of
faith can not be re duced to the orig i nal mean ing of lan guage, faith can not
ex ist with out it. Exegeting Scrip ture may not be a merely lin guis tic mat -
ter, but it is not pos si ble with out lin guis tic anal y sis.

It is hardly nec es sary to ex plain the dan gers of the “al le gor i cal” ex e ge -
sis of Scrip ture practiced by Gnos tics and Greek church fa thers in the first
cen tu ries of the Chris tian era. Al le gor i cal ex e getes are fond of quot ing
Paul: “the let ter kills, the Spirit makes alive” [2 Co rin thi ans 3:6]. But God
bound his Word-revelation to Scrip ture, thereby link ing faith mean ing to
lin gual mean ing. Those who sever this bond do not fol low the guid ance of 
God’s Spirit but merely their own ar bi trary views. As a re sult they can not
un der stand the faith mean ing of Scrip ture.
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Ear lier we dis cussed the un break able bond be tween faith and his tory
which we ap proached from the struc ture of the his tor i cal as pect. We es -
tab lished that faith, driven by a re li gious ground-motive, nec es sar ily leads 
the open ing pro cess in his tor i cal de vel op ment.

Viewed from the side of faith, we find that the struc ture of the faith as -
pect ex presses a co her ence with the his tor i cal as pect by means of a his tor i -
cal anal ogy. This anal ogy con sists in the for ma tion of faith in keep ing
with the line of de vel op ment of di vine rev e la tion as the norm of faith. This 
for ma tion oc curs in the doc trines of faith. As liv ing pos ses sions of the
church, these doc trines may not be con fused with dog matic the ol ogy, the
sci en tific the ory con cern ing doc trine. Only ec cle si as ti cal au thor ity based
on the Word of God can es tab lish and main tain the teach ings of the Chris -
tian faith. Theo log i cal the o ries con cern ing these doc trines can never be
equated with ec cle si as ti cal au thor ity, be cause sci ence lacks au thor ity with 
re spect to doc trine, while the church lacks au thor ity in the sphere of sci -
ence.

The con fu sion of ec cle si as ti cal dogma (ar ti cles of faith) with theo log i -
cal dog mat ics (sci en tific the ory about dogma) is a con tin ual source of di -
vi sion and schism within the church. Ec cle si as ti cal dogma has its own his -
tor i cal de vel op ment that is closely linked to the his tor i cal power strug gle
be tween Christ’s church and heresy – a strug gle of life and death for main -
te nance of the scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion. Her esy
con stantly arose in theo log i cal and philo soph i cal cir cles that were sus cep -
ti ble to un scrip tural ground-motives. As a re sult the church was forced to
seek theo log i cal ad vice in for mu lat ing its dogma. But in such mat ters the
key is sue was al ways the up hold ing of the dis puted ar ti cles of faith, not
the bind ing im po si tion of a theo log i cal the ory con cern ing them. [96]

Since the fun da men tal task of church doc trine is to give pos i tive ex pres -
sion to the re li gious ground-motive of the Word of God, it is al ways ac -
count able to that Word. But with re spect to its faith as pect, di vine Word-
 revelation it self main tains an in ner co her ence with his tory. Rev e la tion
dis plays a pro gres sion from the Old to the New Tes ta ment, and the New
Tes ta ment it self is his tor i cally founded in the ap pear ance of Christ. This
pro gres sion, how ever, does not mean that in its func tion as the norm for
faith God’s rev e la tion is a his tor i cal phe nom e non. Such a mis con cep tion
is the fun da men tal er ror of historicism, which de nies ev ery solid ground
of truth by absolutizing the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity. Only when the in -
her ent na ture of faith and its in ner co her ence with the as pect of his tor i cal
de vel op ment are seen, does this er ror be come fully trans par ent. The struc -
ture of the faith as pect dis plays an anal ogy with his tory, but this analogy –
this “link” – main tains its faith char ac ter. God’s Word-reve lation main -
tains its eter nal truth for faith, which in its core points be yond time. With
re spect to its tem po ral as pect as norm for faith, the di vine Word-revelation 
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dis plays a pro gres sive disclosure – from Old to New Testament – of di -
vine truth. This dis clo sure is his tor i cally founded. But also in this pro gres -
sive char ac ter the di vine norm for faith main tains its own na ture in dis tinc -
tion from that of his tor i cal de vel op ment.

Faith also ex hib its a log i cal anal ogy in its struc ture, which guar an tees
faith’s un break able con nec tion with the as pect of log i cal thought. By na -
ture faith is the sure knowl edge that rests on spir i tual dis cern ment. It is not 
blind sug ges tion, for it is able to give ac count of its grounds. Thus faith
can not ex ist with out a foun da tion in log i cal dis tinc tion, and yet faith’s dis -
cern ment of the truth in prin ci ple is dif fer ent from log i cal con cep tu al iza -
tion. It is ori ented to the eter nal mat ters that tran scend hu man con cepts,
mat ters that, ac cord ing to Paul, can only be “spir i tu ally dis cerned” [1 Co -
rin thi ans 2:14]. Spir i tual dis cern ment is pos si ble only when one’s heart is
given in full re li gious sur ren der to the guid ance of the Holy Spirit.

By na ture the spir i tu ally dis cerned, sure knowl edge of faith is linked
with firm trust. This mo ment ex presses an anal ogy with the as pect of feel -
ing within the faith as pect. The trust of faith is never with out a feel ing of
se cu rity, but this trust is not it self an emo tion, for emo tions un dergo
changes and de pend on moods. The trust of faith seeks its re li able ground
not in feel ing and in mood but in the Word of God alone.

 All these traits as sure the pe cu liar na ture of a true life of faith, which
ex presses the link be tween faith and the or ganic as pect of hu man ex is -
tence. The life of faith, which has a mat u ra tion of its own from child hood
to adult hood, is in sep a ra bly joined with the or ganic de vel op ment [97] of
life. Nev er the less, it re tains its own ir re duc ible char ac ter and obeys its
own law. It is spir i tu ally nour ished by prayer, by the preach ing of the
Word, and by the use of sac ra ments. “Spir i tual nour ish ment” must be re -
lated to the de vel op men tal stages of faith life, as the apos tle Paul in di cated 
when he spoke of “feed ing with milk” the chil dren of faith who can not yet
bear “solid food” [1 Co rin thi ans 3:2]. The re la tion, ex plic itly men tioned
by Paul, be tween the faith func tion and the or ganic func tion also in cludes
the in ti mate re la tion be tween faith and the senses: “faith co mes from what
is heard” [Romans 10:17]. Greek think ers, who held that philo sophic the -
ory was the only true way of know ing God, would have con sid ered this
state ment suf fi cient proof for their judg ment on the worth less ness of faith
for know ing the truth. For them the “ra tio nal soul” had to dis en gage it self
from the de cep tive ap pear ance of re al ity pro duced by the senses.

In con clu sion, the re la tion be tween faith and his tory, viewed from ei -
ther side, places be fore us very dif fi cult ques tions. We have shown that
the life of faith is sus cep ti ble to disclosure and deep en ing, just as the his -
tor i cal life of cul ture is sub ject to a pro cess of disclosure. In ev ery as pect
of re al ity prior to faith we can dis tin guish a closed and an open con di tion.
An as pect is closed when it only dis plays re la tions which point back to
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ear lier as pects of reality. An as pect is opened when those mo ments which
point ahead to the later as pects of reality are also un folded.

For ex am ple, the emo tional life of an an i mal ex ists in a closed con di -
tion. Bound rig idly to the senses of the liv ing or gan ism, it can not rise
above the sen sory level. In the case of hu man be ings, on the other hand,
one can speak of an opened emo tional life, since log i cal feel ing, his tor i cal
feel ing, lin gual feel ing, aes thetic feel ing, ju rid i cal feel ing, etc. man i fest a
re la tion be tween the as pect of feel ing and sub se quent as pects.

At this point in our in quiry two prob lems im me di ately pres ent them -
selves. In the first place, how are we to con ceive of an open ing pro cess
with re spect to the life of faith? How are we to think of faith in a closed
con di tion, when the as pect of faith, the last as pect, stands at the bor der of
tem po ral re al ity? No later as pects fol low it. And re lated to this prob lem is
the sec ond ques tion: how is it pos si ble that gen u ine cul tural dis clo sure
takes place un der the di rec tion of an apos tate faith that is gov erned by an
idol a trous ground-motive? What in flu ence does apos tate faith have on the 
man ner of cul tural dis clo sure in his tor i cal de vel op ment? Not un til these
two ex tremely im por tant ques tions have been an swered will we un der -
stand the sig nif i cance of the an tith e sis be tween the Chris tian re li gion and
apos tate ground-motives for his tor i cal de vel op ment. [98]

Faith in a Closed Cul ture

Let us briefly set the con text for the first prob lem. Cul tural disclosure in 
his tory is led by faith. Like any other as pect, the his tor i cal as pect of re -
al ity is ei ther closed or opened. In a closed state an as pect re veals it self
only in its in ner coherence with ear lier as pects; it is there fore rig idly
bound to them. The in ner con nec tions with the later as pects of reality
un fold by means of an open ing pro cess which deep ens the en tire mean -
ing of the ear lier as pect.

It is be yond doubt that prim i tive cul tures, in their strictly closed con di -
tion of undifferentiation, are wholly in the grip of a par tic u lar faith. Who -
ever stud ies the life of prim i tive pa gan peo ples is al ways struck by the
close con nec tion be tween their en tire so ci ety and its re li gion and con cep -
tions of faith. How is it pos si ble that also in this sit u a tion faith gives guid -
ance to life while this guid ance does not lead to real dis clo sure in the cul -
tural and later as pects of so ci ety? Can we speak of a closed and open state
also with re spect to the as pect of faith?

Chris tian the ol ogy has al ways dis tin guished be tween the gen eral rev e -
la tion of God found in “na ture” (mean ing the whole of God’s work of cre -
ation) and the gen eral and spe cial Word-revelation. While it may seem
rea son able to look to the rev e la tion in “na ture” for our ref er ence point in
dis cuss ing the spe cific sense of the “closed” struc ture of the faith func -
tion, we must be at ten tive to the orig i nal re la tion be tween God’s “nat u ral
rev e la tion” in all the works of his hands and the gen eral Word-revelation.
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By cre at ing the world, God re vealed him self in cre ation both in its re li -
gious root (the heart of a per son) and in its tem po ral or der and co her ence.
But from the very be gin ning the rev e la tion of God in all the works of his
hands was up held and ex plained by the Word-revelation which, even af ter 
the fall, di rected it self not to a few per sons in par tic u lar but to the whole of 
hu man kind. An in de pend ent line of de vel op ment in Word-revelation
which was no lon ger di rected to the whole of hu man kind be gan first with
Abra ham. Of this “spe cial rev e la tion” the peo ple of Is rael be came the pro -
vi sional sep a rate bearer un til the ap pear ance of the Word it self in the
flesh.

In this Word-revelation God speaks to hu man kind, and hu man kind is
called to lis ten in faith. For only by faith fully lis ten ing to this Word of
God can the true mean ing of God’s rev e la tion in the “na ture of cre ation”
and in “all the works of his hands” dis close it self. The fall from God be gan 
at the point where hu man kind no lon ger lis tened to the Word, for in turn -
ing its heart away from the Word it closed off the hu man faith func tion to
the voice of God.

As a re sult of the fall, God’s rev e la tion in cre ation, but es pe cially his
[99] rev e la tion in the heart of hu man kind, took on the char ac ter of a judg -
ment. Where the heart shut it self in and turned from God there also the
func tion of faith closed it self off from the light of God’s Word. Nev er the -
less, the faith func tion still re mained in the bound ary po si tion be tween
time and eter nity. Ac cord ing to its very na ture it re mained ori ented to the
firm Foun da tion of truth and life who re vealed him self in cre ation. Af ter
the fall, how ever, hu man kind sought this firm foun da tion within cre ation
it self by idola trously absolutizing what is, in fact, rel a tive and nonself-
 sufficient. Hu man kind’s di rec tion be came apos tate, and nat u ral faith be -
came un be lief be fore the Word of God.

By the “closed struc ture of faith,” then, I mean the ul ti mate ex tent of
faith’s ca pac ity for apostasy: faith fallen to its low est point. In the light of
the rev e la tion of God’s Word this low point can be de tected in the or der of
cre ation it self. It is to be found at that point where apos tate faith pre vents
the disclosure of both the his tor i cal as pect and the later nor ma tive as pects. 
If this is in deed the max i mum ex tent or low point in the apos tate direction
of faith, then we have ar rived at the an swer to our first ques tion, whether
we can speak of a closed and an open con di tion of faith. It is im por tant for
one’s view of his tory to gain in sight into the low point in the apostasy of
faith, for only in terms of that point can one un der stand prim i tive cul tures.
In its closed struc ture, faith can never be the start ing point for a pos i tive
de vel op ment and open ing of the faith func tion im planted in hu man kind at
cre ation. Rather, the closed con di tion of faith is the ul ti mate ex tent of its
de cline, de gen er a tion, and de te ri o ra tion. Yet it is pos si ble that such a
closed struc ture may func tion as the start ing point for disclosure in the
pro cess of apostasy. This is sue we will dis cuss later.
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The start ing point for pos i tively open ing and deep en ing the life of faith
to the full ness of the Chris tian faith must be sought in the struc ture of the
faith func tion as it was orig i nally cre ated in hu man kind. It must be un cov -
ered in its orig i nal open ness be fore the di vine rev e la tion of the Word. Be -
cause of the fall, this pos i tive dis clo sure is pos si ble only through God’s
Spirit, who in grace opens a per son’s heart. The Spirit does not cre ate a
new faith func tion in a per son but opens the fallen func tion of faith by rad -
i cally trans form ing faith’s di rec tion. This is a con ver sion de pend ent upon
the re birth of the heart, a con ver sion that fallen hu man kind it self can never 
bring about.

If even at the full est ex tent of apostasy the faith func tion al ways op er -
ates within the struc ture of the as pect of faith as such, and if in apostasy
faith still re mains bound by its law – namely, di vine rev e la tion – then the
ques tion arises as to what principle of di vine rev e la tion con tin ues to nor -
ma tively con trol even the most apos tate faith, free of all hu man in ven tion
and ar bi trari ness. As I men tioned above, this rev e la tional principle may
be found in the tem po ral cre ation order it self un der the light of God’s
Word, for the closed struc ture of an as pect [100] is al ways char ac ter ized
by its rigid and in ert de pend ence upon the ear lier as pects of reality. On a
closed level of his tor i cal de vel op ment all cul tural life is bound stat i cally
to the emotional and or ganic as pects of reality. Ac cord ingly, the apos tate
faith that grips a prim i tive cul ture de i fies the mys te ri ous and closed
“forces of na ture” that con trol not only life and death but fer til ity, ste ril ity, 
and in gen eral the en tire bi o log i cal and sen sual as pects of prim i tive so ci -
ety. Be cause of its rigid ties to emotional drives, its be lief in gods is fre -
quently founded on fear, though one must cer tainly not at tempt to ex plain
the or i gin of prim i tive re li gion in terms of fear. A sim i lar im pos si bil ity is
the at tempt of the French so ci ol o gist Emile Durkheim to ex plain the or i -
gin of prim i tive re li gion from the stand point of so cial or ga ni za tion.1 It is
the uncomprehended rev e la tion of God that fills hu man kind with fear and
trem bling.

De i fy ing the closed forces of na ture chains the nor ma tive func tions of
hu man ex is tence to “ir ra tio nal na ture.” The “night of na ture” blan kets a
prim i tive com mu nity. Through the de i fi ca tion of an end less stream of life, 
the Greek mat ter mo tive of the old na ture re li gions filled prim i tive Greeks
with a fear of the blind fate of death (Anangke). In ev i ta bly and un pre dict -
ably fate struck them and cut off ev ery hope for a better fu ture. In that sit u -
a tion, the func tion of faith did not have a rev e la tional principle for a norm
other than the de ity which re vealed it self im ma nently within the “closed
forces of na ture.”

A closed rev e la tional principle be comes a curse and a judg ment for hu -
man kind in the de gen er a tion of its faith. Nev er the less, this principle is still 
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grounded in the di vine cre ation order and thus stands above hu man in ven -
tion and ar bi trari ness. There fore the rev e la tion of the Word, which finds
its ful fill ment in Christ Je sus, does not elim i nate a closed rev e la tional
principle (God in deed re veals him self also in the forces of na ture). Rather, 
the Word-revelation un cov ers the true mean ing of the closed rev e la tional
principle by re lat ing it to the ground-mo tive and the root-unity of di vine
self-rev e la tion: cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je sus Christ.

Prim i tive faith of ten gives pos i tive shape to the closed rev e la tional
principle – the rev e la tion of God in the forces of na ture – in the most fan -
tas tic ways. When peo ple’s hearts and faith are closed to rev e la tion, they
be gin to in ter pret the di vine rev e la tional principle, the norm for faith au -
ton o mously. De i fy ing uncomprehended forces of na ture stim u lates their
imag i na tion in many ways; peo ple such as these spin wild and bar baric
myths around their prim i tive na ture gods. These myths of ten strike the
“en light ened” West erner as strongly patho log i cal. To add to their “sense
of su pe ri or ity,” West ern ers [101] pre fer to “ex plain” prim i tive my thol o -
gies in a ra tio nal, nat u ral-sci en tific way. But such at tempts at ra tio nal ex -
pla na tion are ut terly un sound. Goe the al ready rid i culed them in his Faust
when he let the “en light ened” thinker, filled with pow er less in dig na tion
over some one’s faith in de mons and ghosts, say these price less words:

Ihr seid noch immer da? Nein, das ist unerhört.
Verschwindet doch! Wir haben ja aufgeklärt!

You still are there! Oh no! That’s with out pre ce dent.
Please go! Have we not brought en light en ment?1

Over against the en light ened West erner we hear the word of our Lord:
“But this kind never co mes out ex cept by prayer and fast ing” [Mat thew
17:21]. In deed, who ever holds that mod ern sci ence has rad i cally elim i -
nated the be lief in nat u ral de mons has for got ten that a whole ar ray of
“mod ern” de mons stands ready to oc cupy the va cant places in to day’s
apos tate faith. Su per sti tion is stron ger than nat u ral sci ence; its or i gin
lies not in the mind but in the re li gious root of hu man ex is tence alien -
ated from the di vine rev e la tion of God’s Word.

Faith, as we saw, is in a “closed con di tion” when it is at the ut ter most
lim its of its apostasy from the rev e la tion of the Word. At that point it has
fallen to a prim i tive de i fi ca tion of the un comprehended forces of na ture
that con trol the sen sual and bi oti cal as pects of so ci ety. In a closed con di -
tion of faith hu mans lack any aware ness that they tran scend the in or ganic,
plant, and an i mal king doms.

Ex am ple: Mana Be lief

The dis in te gra tion and dis per sion of a sense of hu man per son al ity, pres -
ent among many prim i tive, pa gan peo ples ex presses it self in a par tic u lar 
way in the so-called mana be liefs. The well-known eth nol o gist Rob ert
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Cod ring ton first called this be lief to the at ten tion of the sci en tific world
in his book on the Mel a ne sians (1891).1 Since then it has been shown
that the mana be lief ex ists un der dif fer ent names among var i ous prim i -
tive peo ples across the face of the earth (also in “Neo-Guinea”). From
the lively de bate that en sued af ter its dis cov ery one can dis till these ten -
ta tive re sults: the mana faith is char ac ter ized by a pe cu liar flu id ity, by a
strange interflux of the “nat u ral” and the “su per nat u ral,” and of the
“per sonal” and the “im per sonal.” Mana is a mys te ri ous life force. It
rises above the fa mil iar, [102] ev ery day face of life and em bod ies it self
fragmentarily in myth i cal fig ures which can be ei ther plants, an i mals,
spir its, a whole clan or tribe, or un usu ally shaped in or ganic things (such 
as rocks, stones, and so on).

Totemism is mark edly in flu enced by mana be lief. In it an an i mal or
plant is wor shiped as the male or fe male an ces tor of a clan or fam ily. The
clan mem bers iden tify them selves with the to tem; they are ea gles, or kan -
ga roos, or date palms, and so forth. This iden ti fi ca tion clearly shows how
dif fuse and dis persed the aware ness of per son al ity is in a closed struc ture
of faith. Here again the truth of the un break able re la tion be tween self-
 know ledge and knowl edge of God co mes to the fore.

Ap par ently many prim i tive peo ples en ter tained a vague no tion of a
high est de ity along side a be lief that be wil der ingly re volved around a mys -
te ri ous life force. This de ity had no di rect deal ings with hu man be ings and
it was not wor shiped in an or ga nized fash ion. Should we nev er the less un -
der stand it as a rem nant of the gen eral rev e la tion of the Word among these
peo ples? One should be cau tious at this point, for in for ma tion is of ten too
vague and too con tra dic tory to war rant such a con clu sion. In any case, the
prim i tive con cep tion of a “high est god” had no dis cern ible in flu ence upon 
prim i tive so ci ety. The truly op er a tive be liefs were in deed in a closed state.

Dis clo sure of an Apos tate Faith

Now we turn to our sec ond main prob lem: the disclosure of faith in an
apos tate direction. How are we to un der stand this kind of disclosure?
How is it pos si ble? A dis cus sion of this prob lem is of em i nent im por -
tance for our idea of his tor i cal de vel op ment, since the lat ter al ways
takes place un der the guid ance of faith.

It can not be de nied that an apos tate faith of pa gan peo ples who even tu -
ally be came lead ers in world his tory un der went an open ing pro cess af ter
an ini tial pe riod of prim i tive and dif fuse “na ture be lief.” This pro cess was
di rectly re lated to the fact that such peo ples went be yond their more or
less prim i tive cul tural con di tions. Among the Greeks, for in stance, we ob -
serve a clear tran si tion from orig i nally prim i tive na ture re li gions, which
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wor shiped the im per sonal and form less stream of life, to a cul ture re li -
gion, in which the gods be came ide al ized cul tural pow ers of per sonal, su -
per hu man form and shape. In this pro cess of de vel op ment and open ing,
apos tate re li gion tran scended the prim i tive be lief in na ture and ori ented it -
self to God’s rev e la tion in the nor ma tive as pects of tem po ral re al ity.
Giving cul tural form to its idol a trous faith, fallen hu man kind con ceived of 
its gods in the shape of ide al ized, per sonal de i ties.  Led by this un fold ing
of faith, the norm of his tor i cal [103] dif fer en ti a tion be gan to work it self
out in Greek cul tural de vel op ment. This in turn was ac com pa nied by an
in di vid u al iza tion of cul ture, which took place in a more en com pass ing
and truly na tional cul tural com mu nity.

The fa mous Ger man scholar Ernst Cassirer called at ten tion to this state
of af fairs from a quite dif fer ent point of view.1 He ob served that in prim i -
tive so ci et ies the whole com pletely swal lows up the in di vid u al ity of its
mem bers. But as soon as the be lief in per sonal gods arises, in di vid u als be -
gin to free them selves from this ab sorp tion into so ci ety. At last the in di -
vid ual re ceives a cer tain in de pend ence and “per sonal face” with re spect to 
the life of the clan and the tribe. More over, along with the trend to ward the 
in di vid ual arises a new ten dency to ward the uni ver sal, for more em brac -
ing and dif fer en ti ated so ci etal en ti ties rise above the nar rower uni ties of
the tribe and the group. Per sonal cul ture gods were in deed the first na -
tional gods of the Greeks, and as such they cre ated a com mon Hel lenic
con scious ness. As the uni ver sal gods of the Greek tribes they were bound
nei ther to a sin gle place or re gion nor to a spe cific place of wor ship. Thus
the lib er a tion of per sonal con scious ness and the el e va tion of na tional con -
scious ness took place here in a sin gle dis clo sure of apos tate faith. In deed,
an open ing of faith in apos tasy from di vine rev e la tion of the Word can be
un der stood only as a pro cess whereby hu man be ings be come con scious of 
them selves in their apos tasy. The struc ture of the faith func tion has no
mo ments that are re lated to later as pects of re al ity for, as we have seen, the 
faith as pect is the last one in the tem po ral or der of as pects. As a re sult, the
sole op tion for apos tate faith, in or der to achieve dis clo sure, is to reach to
the apos tate re li gious root of hu man existence – namely, hu man self-con -
sciousness.

When hu man kind be comes con scious of the su prem acy of its “ra tio nal” 
func tions over the “ir ra tio nal” forces of na ture, faith in its apos tate di rec -
tion rises above the rigid con fines of prim i tive faith in na ture. Seeing it self 
and its gods in the light of the “ra tio nal” or nor ma tive as pects of tem po ral
re al ity, hu man kind takes sci ence, cul ture, art, and mo ral ity as its ob jects
of de i fi ca tion. It is only in this pro cess of ac quir ing a self-awareness in
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faith that fallen hu man ity dis cov ers the free dom it has to be en gaged in de -
sign ing the form of its his tor i cal fu ture in a con stant strug gle with the
power of tra di tion. When faith pre vails in a closed state, tra di tion within a
so ci ety re mains om nip o tent.

Ex am ple: Egypt
In scrip tions in Egyptian pyr a mids are prob a bly the old est ex ist ing re -
cords that doc u ment the grad ual de vel op ment of apos tate faith from a
[104] closed con di tion to a de i fi ca tion of the jural and moral func tions
of the hu man per son al ity. These in scrip tions show how be lief in im mor -
tal ity in creas ingly ac cen tu ates the eth i cal con cep tion of the hu man ego.
For ex am ple, in the older texts, Osiris, god of the dead, was still a half
an i mal who, by magical for mu las, was im plored to ac cept the souls of
the dead. But grad u ally this god was con ceived of as the judge of good
and evil. In creas ingly, the power of magic was re placed by a plea, made 
be fore the di vine judge, in which the soul de fends its right for im mor tal -
ity.

The out come of this de vel op ment is as fol lows: guided by an apos tate
dis clo sure of faith, a pro cess of his tor i cal open ing takes place which also
moves in an apos tate di rec tion. As a re sult we must ask: how does his tor i -
cal open ing in the di rec tion of apos tasy re veal it self? This will be treated
in more de tail in the next sub sec tion.

Thus far we have seen how it is pos si ble for the life of faith to open it self 
in a di rec tion away from rev e la tion. Our task now is to in ves ti gate how the 
pro cess of an open ing of cul ture takes place in his tor i cal de vel op ment un -
der the guid ance of apos tate faith.

Dis clo sure of an Apos tate Cul ture

The apos tate direction of faith al ways re veals it self in de i fi ca tion and
absolutization of cer tain as pects of cre ation. If apos tate faith leads the
open ing of cul ture, then it breaks the norm of cul tural econ omy, which
re sults in a sharp dis har mony in cul tural life.

Let us briefly sum ma rize our ear lier dis cus sions deal ing with the norm
of cul tural econ omy. Searching for a cri te rion to dis tin guish a healthy pro -
gres sive di rec tion from a re ac tion ary di rec tion in his tor i cal de vel op ment,
I pointed out that God sub jected his tor i cal de vel op ment to gen u ine norms. 
These norms or mea sures of as sess ment must be dis cov ered from the com -
plete co her ence of the di vine world-order; that is, they must be found by
in ves ti gat ing the way in which the cul tural-historical as pect is con nected
with all other as pects of tem po ral re al ity. We noted that in a closed and
prim i tive con di tion cul ture dis plays an un dif fer en ti ated char ac ter. It is ut -
terly closed off from fruit ful cul tural in ter course with na tions that are in -
cluded in the pro cess of world his tory. Tra di tion is all-powerful in such
closed cul tures, and the en tire com mu nal life of prim i tive peo ples is in the
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grasp of a pa gan be lief in na ture which in its closed state makes a true
open ing of cul ture im pos si ble.

We also found that the first cri te rion for de tect ing a gen u ine open ing of
cul ture lies in the norm of dif fer en ti a tion. It ap peared that this norm en -
tails noth ing else but the prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty, as it finds its
foun da tion in the di vine or der of cre ation, be cause God cre ated ev ery -
thing af ter its kind. Spe cifically, we found that the prin ci ple of sphere sov -
er eignty re veals it self in its his tor i cal as pect [105] through the norm of
cul tural dif fer en ti a tion which holds that a true open ing of cul ture is pos si -
ble only when it un folds it self into the dif fer en ti ated spheres of the state,
the church, sci ence, art, in dus try, com merce, and so forth. This pro cess of
dif fer en ti a tion en ables each so ci etal sphere to re veal its own in ner na ture
and it al lows each to have its own sphere of power in his tory. Yet, we have 
also no ticed that this pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion, in ac cor dance with the or -
der es tab lished by God, can only un fold when the norm of cul tural econ -
omy is ob served. This norm brings to ex pres sion the in ner co her ence be -
tween the his tor i cal as pect and the eco nom i cal as pect of re al ity.

This im plies that ev ery ex ces sive ex pan sion of the power of a given dif -
fer en ti ated sphere (such as that of sci ence of the power of the state) con -
flicts with har mo ni ous cul tural de vel op ment and oc curs at the ex pense of
the healthy growth of other spheres. Be cause it in cites a re ac tion from the
threat ened spheres, cul tural dis har mony avenges it self in the world judg -
ment of his tory. At this point we can pull our ar gu ment to gether: the ex -
ces sive ex pan sion of power within a given cul tural sphere al ways oc curs
un der the guid ance of an apos tate faith which absolutizes and de i fies such
a cul tural sphere.

Ex am ple: The En light en ment
Con sider, for in stance, the Enlightenment of the eigh teenth cen tury,
when a hu man is tic faith in the om nip o tence of the mod ern sci ence of
na ture dom i nated west ern cul ture. The Enlightenment ideal was to con -
trol re al ity by dis cov er ing those laws of na ture which de ter mine the
course of phe nom ena in a strictly closed chain of cause and ef fect. The
method of the new sci ence of na ture was foisted on the other sci ences. It 
con sisted in an a lyz ing com plex phe nom ena into their “sim plest el e -
ments” whose re la tions could be de ter mined by math e mat i cal equa tions.

One can hardly deny that the nat u ral sci ences de vel oped im mensely un -
der the in flu ence of En light en ment hu man ism. But be hind the in ves ti ga -
tions stood a re li giously dy namic force: the hu man is tic sci ence ideal. It in -
flu enced even Chris tian sci en tists, al though some – think of Pascal –
strongly pro tested against the overextension of nat u ral-scientific meth -
ods.

The his tor i cal in flu ence of the sci ence ideal, how ever, was not lim ited
to the cul tural sphere of sci ence. Driven by faith, the ideal reached out to
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ev ery other cul tural area. “En light en ment” through ad vance in sci ence
was the slo gan of the day. All “prog ress” of hu man ity was ex pected from
a ra tio nal ex pla na tion by sci ence. Sim i larly, ev ery as pect of hu man so ci -
ety was viewed in terms of the “nat u ral-scientific method.” So ci ety it self
re quired dis sec tion into its “sim plest el e ments”: in di vid u als. The new
method led to an in di vid u al is tic view of hu man so ci ety that no lon ger had
an eye for the in ner na ture of dif fer ent so ci etal col lec tivi ties, such as the
church, the state, and the fam ily. More over, mo ral ity be came [106] thor -
oughly in di vid u al is tic, built on the su per fi cial eth i cal prin ci ple of util ity.
En light en ment faith en tered the churches in the form of “mod ern ism,”
dev as tat ing Chris tian faith wher ever it man aged to gain in flu ence. In eco -
nomic life it en throned the homo eonomicus, the fic ti tious per son mo ti -
vated ex clu sively by its eco nomic self-interest. Even art did not es cape the 
in flu ence of this new faith; it was strait-jacketed into the rigid, ra tio nal is -
tic forms of “clas si cism.” In short, healthy, har mo ni ous de vel op ment of
cul ture was pre vented by the im pact of nat u ral sci ence which went far be -
yond its lim its at the ex pense of other spheres of west ern civ i li za tion.

There is in deed an other side to our as sess ment of the En light en ment
faith. We would be en tirely re miss if we failed to rec og nize its great sig -
nif i cance for the un fold ing of west ern civ i li za tion. The En light en ment
was for ma tive in his tory and ac tive in open ing cul ture be yond the scope of 
nat u ral sci ence and tech nol ogy based on that sci ence. With re spect to eco -
nom ics it opened the way for de vel op ing in di vid ual ini tia tive which, in
spite of its orig i nally in di vid u al is tic em pha sis, greatly ad vanced in dus trial 
life. With re spect to the le gal or der it pleaded un tir ingly not only for the
es tab lish ment of the rights of in di vid ual per sons, which form the foun da -
tion of to day’s civil law, but also for the elim i na tion of un dif fer en ti ated
ju rid i cal re la tions that treated parts of gov ern men tal au thor ity as “com -
mer cial ob jects.” The En light en ment also laid many cor ner stones for the
mod ern con sti tu tional state un der the rule of law (Rechtsstaat). In the area
of crim i nal law it con trib uted to the in tro duc tion of more hu mane treat -
ment, to the abol ish ment of the tor ture rack, and to the elim i na tion of
witch tri als. With out ceas ing it pleaded for free dom of speech and free -
dom of re li gion. In all these ar eas the En light en ment could con trib ute to
au then tic his tor i cal for ma tion only be cause it fol lowed the path of gen u -
ine cul tural dis clo sure. Its rev o lu tion ary ideas, in their ac tu al iza tion, had
to be ad justed to the di vine or di nances. In its power strug gle against tra di -
tion, these ideas were bent un der the pres sure of the norm of his tor i cal
con ti nu ity, with the re sult that they lost their mo ments of sub jec tive ar bi -
trari ness. The En light en ment also had to adapt it self to the in flu ence of the 
Ref or ma tion which, even though it played only a sec ond ary role, still as -
serted it self in his tor i cal de vel op ment.
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But the dark side of the En light en ment con tri bu tion to the dis clo sure of
west ern cul ture con sists in the dis solv ing im pact of its in di vid u al ism and
ra tio nal ism which re sulted in a se vere dis har mony of west ern so ci ety. The 
“judg ment” in world his tory was ex e cuted over the En light en ment. It elic -
ited the re ac tion of historicism with its over es ti ma tion of hu man com mu -
nal life. How ever, a truly bib li cal view of his tory must not, in its bat tle
against En light en ment ideas, seek [107] ac com mo da tion with historicism
which op posed the En light en ment in a re ac tion ary man ner. A truly scrip -
tural view of his tory can not deny the fruit ful and ben e fi cial el e ments of
the his tor i cal in flu ence of the En light en ment. Like the sound el e ments of
the historicistic view of re al ity, they must be val ued as the fruits of com -
mon grace.

Ev ery cul tural move ment, how ever in im i cal to God in its apos tasy,
must be prop erly ac knowl edged for its his tor i cal mer its to the ex tent that it 
has in deed con trib uted to cul tural dis clo sure – a mat ter that must be as -
sessed in the light of the di vinely pos ited norms for the de vel op ment of
cul ture. For a truly scrip tural view of his tory can not be big oted and
narrowminded. It shares nei ther the op ti mis tic faith in a rec ti lin ear prog -
ress of hu man kind nor the pes si mis tic be lief in the im mi nent de cline of the 
West. Be hind the great pro cess of cul tural de vel op ment it rec og nizes the
bat tle in the root of cre ation be tween the civitas Dei and the civitas
terrena, the King dom of God in Christ Je sus and the king dom of dark ness.
It knows that this bat tle was de cided at Golgotha and that the vic tory of the 
King dom of God is sure. It knows that the great an tith e sis be tween the
ground-mo tive of the di vine rev e la tion of the Word and the ground-
 motive of the apos tate spirit op er ates in the power strug gle for the fu ture
of west ern civ i li za tion. It knows too that God uses the apos tate pow ers in
cul ture to fur ther un fold the po ten tials which he laid in the cre ation.

Through blood and tears, through rev o lu tion and re ac tion, the pro cess
of his tor i cal de vel op ment moves on to the day of judg ment. Chris tians are
called, in the name of him to whom all au thor ity in heaven and on earth
was given, to take part in the great power strug gle of his tory with the com -
mit ment of their en tire per son al i ties and all their pow ers. The out come is
sure, and this gives the Chris tian, no mat ter what turn par tic u lar events
may take, a peace and rest that be fit a con queror.

The Rad i cal Chal lenge of the Word of God

We have seen that the ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion – cre -
ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je sus Christ – is a spir i tual dy namic
which trans forms one’s en tire view of re al ity at its root as soon as it lays 
full claim on one’s at ti tude to life and thought. We have also seen that
the Chris tian ground-motive molds our view of his tory, for it of fers us a 
firm cri te rion to dis tin guish truly pro gres sive and dis guised re ac tion ary
trends. We have rec og nized the all-embracing sig nif i cance of the Chris -
tian ground-motive for the burn ing is sues of the “new age.” We have
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un der stood how this ground-motive un masks to day’s dan ger ous com -
mu nity [108] ide ol ogy and its to tal i tar ian ten den cies. We have noted
that the Chris tian ground-motive pos its the un shak able firm ness of
God’s cre ation or der in op po si tion to the so-called dy namic spirit of our 
times which re fuses to rec og nize the ex is tence of firm foun da tions for
life and thus sees ev ery thing “in terms of be ing in mo tion.” We have
come to know the di vine radicality of this ground-motive that touches
the re li gious root of our lives. We have, I hope, come to re al ize that the
Chris tian ground-motive per mits no dualistic am bi gu ity in our lives, no
“limp ing with two dif fer ent opin ions” [1 Kings 18:21].

Con sider the cost of tak ing this rad i cally scrip tural Chris tian ity se ri -
ously. Ask your self which side you must join in the tense spir i tual bat tle
of our times. Com pro mise is not an op tion. A mid dle-of-the-road stance is
not pos si ble. Ei ther the ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion works
rad i cally in our lives or we serve other gods. If the an tith e sis is too rad i cal
for you, ask your self whether a less rad i cal Chris tian ity is not like salt that
has lost its sa vor. I state the an tith e sis as rad i cally as I do so that we may
again ex pe ri ence the full dou ble-edged sharp ness and power of God’s
Word. You must ex pe ri ence the an tith e sis as a spir i tual storm that strikes
light ning into your life and that clears the sul try air. If you do not ex pe ri -
ence it as a spir i tual power re quir ing the sur ren der of your whole heart,
then it will bear no fruit in your life. Then you will stand apart from the
great bat tle the an tith e sis al ways in sti gates. You your self can not wage this 
bat tle. Rather, the spir i tual dy namic of the Word of God wages the strug -
gle in us and pulls us along de spite our “flesh and blood.”

My ef fort to deepen our aware ness of the scope of the an tith e sis is di -
rected even at fully com mit ted Chris tians. I be lieve that if Chris tian ity had 
held fast to the ground-motive of God’s Word, and to it alone, we never
would have wit nessed the di vi sions and schisms that have plagued the
church of Christ. The source of all fun da men tal schisms and dis sen sions is 
the sin ful in cli na tion of the hu man heart to weaken the in te gral and rad i cal 
mean ing of the di vine Word. The truth is so in tol er a ble for fallen hu man -
ity that when it does take hold of peo ple, they still seek to es cape its to tal
claim in ev ery pos si ble way.

The cre ation mo tive alone al ready strikes this fallen world so awe -
somely that hu man kind ought to see it self in ut ter des o la tion be fore God,
from whom it can never es cape. Think of the pow er ful words of Psalm
139:

Whither can I go from thy Spirit?
Or whither can I flee from thy pres ence?
If I as cend to heaven, thou art there;
If I make my bed in Sheol, be hold, thou art there. [109]
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Hu man be ings can not sus tain one atom of their ex is tence be fore the
Cre ator as their own prop erty. No where in all of cre ation can they find a 
cer tainty or ref uge which might pro vide a hid ing place for their sin ful
ex is tence in de pend ent of God. They sim ply can not bear this.

The three fold ground-motive of the Word is an in di vis i ble unity. When
one takes away from the in te gral char ac ter of the cre ation mo tive, the rad i -
cal sense of fall and re demp tion is no lon ger un der stood. Like wise, who -
ever tam pers with the rad i cal mean ing of fall and re demp tion can not ex pe -
ri ence the full power and scope of the cre ation mo tive. [110]
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Chapter 5

The Great Synthesis

Early Set ting

When the Chris tian ground-motive en tered the Hel le nis tic, late-Greek
world of thought, its in di vis i ble unity was threat ened on ev ery side. Al -
ready in the first cen tu ries of its his tory, the Chris tian church fought a
bat tle of life and death in or der to keep its ground-motive free from the
in flu ences of the Greek ground-motive and the ones that later in ter min -
gled with Greek re li gion in its con tact with the dif fer ent near- eastern re -
li gions, no ta bly Per sian Zoroastrianism.

All of these nonbiblical ground-motives were of a dualistic na ture, di -
vided against them selves. Torn by an in ner con flict, they knew nei ther
God the Creator, the ab so lute or i gin of all things, nor hu man kind in the
root of its be ing. This is the case be cause they opted for an apos tate di rec -
tion.

We have dis cussed the Greek form-mat ter mo tive at some length in pre -
vi ous chap ters. It orig i nated in an un rec on ciled con flict within Greek re li -
gious con scious ness be tween the older na ture re li gion and the newer cul -
ture re li gion of the Olympian gods. 

We have dem on strated in an ear lier con text how the mat ter mo tive
served as the spir i tual mo tive power in the older re li gions of na ture. The
re li gions de i fied the eter nal flux of life as it orig i nated from “mother
earth.” This stream of life was im per sonal and with out any form. What -
ever was born from it in an in di vid ual form and shape was doomed to de -
cline, in or der to al low the cy clic move ment of birth, mat u ra tion, pass ing
away, and re birth to con tinue in the whole of “na ture” with out in ter rup -
tion. In this pro cess of the “ma chine-work of births” no ra tio nal cal cu la ble 
or der gov erns since it is con trolled by blind fate, by the dread ful Anangke.

As we have seen, the form mo tive, by con trast, finds it or i gin in the
youn ger cul ture re li gion of the Greeks, which de i fied the cul tural pow ers
of Greek so ci ety. Since this mo tive ori ented it self to the cul tural as pect of
tem po ral re al ity (which is char ac ter ized by the shap ing of a given ma te rial 
ac cord ing to a free ra tio nal de sign), these de i ties be came the gods of form, 
mea sure, and har mony. They left “mother earth” from whose womb the

111



eter nally flow ing stream of life orig i nates. They ac quired their seat on the
moun tain of Olym pus where they were raised to be come radiant form
gods with a super-sen sory (in vis i ble) form and shape, el e vated above the
fate of mor tals, free from all in flu ences of the earthly mat ter principle. But 
then, as mere cul ture gods, they did not have any power over the fate of
mor tals. The mat ter mo tive of the older re li gion of life re mains the op pos -
ing power di rected against the form mo tive.

The ground-motive which gov erned the en tire Greek world of ideas
thus ex hib ited two faces which, as it were, looked at each other with hos -
til ity. The mat ter mo tive had its foun da tion in the de i fi ca tion and absolu -
tization of or ganic de vel op ment (the bi otic as pect of life of cre ated re al -
ity); the form mo tive, by con trast, had its foun da tion in a de i fi ca tion of the
cul tural as pect of cre ated re al ity, in a de i fi ca tion of hu man culture.

The spir i tual mo men tum of this in ter nally di vided ground-motive led
ma ture Greek thought to ac cept a two fold or i gin of the world. Even when
Greek think ers ac knowl edged the ex is tence of a cos mic or der orig i nat ing
through a di vine de sign and plan, they still cat e gor i cally de nied a di vine
cre ation. Greeks be lieved that what ever came into ex is tence arose merely
through a di vine ac tiv ity of giv ing form to an al ready pres ent and form less 
mat ter. They con ceived of di vine for ma tion only in terms of hu man cul -
tural ac tiv ity. The [111] “ra tio nal de ity” was merely a “heav enly ar chi -
tect” who formed a given ma te rial ac cord ing to a free de sign. This de ity
was not able to fore stall the blind, au ton o mous ac tiv ity of the mat ter prin -
ci ple.

A dualistic con cep tion of hu man na ture was di rectly re lated to this
dualistic idea of di vine na ture. Yet, as we have al ready seen, a per son’s
self-knowledge de pends upon knowl edge of God. Just as the ra tio nal de -
ity found the au ton omy of the mat ter prin ci ple over against it self, hu man
na ture found within it self the ba sic du al ity of a “ra tio nal soul” and an
earthly “ma te rial body.” Ac cord ing to the Greek un der stand ing the ac tual
cen ter of the ra tio nal soul was the o ret i cal thought, which was di vine in
char ac ter. The soul was the in vis i ble “form” of hu man ex is tence, and in its 
the o ret i cal thought ca pac ity it was im mor tal. By con trast, the ma te rial
body, the “mat ter” of a per son’s be ing, was sub ject to the stream of life
and blind fate.

In the Hel le nis tic pe riod it was not dif fi cult to com bine the Greek
ground-motive with the dualistic ground-motives of the near-eastern re li -
gions with which the Greeks had al ready made ac quain tance. The
ground-motive of the Per sian Zo ro as trian re li gion con sisted of a bat tle be -
tween a di vine prin ci ple of light and an evil prin ci ple of dark ness. Thus
one could eas ily iden tify the Greek form mo tive with the Zo ro as trian mo -
tive of light and the Greek mat ter mo tive with the evil prin ci ple of dark -
ness.
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The Temptation of Dualism
The Chris tian church re al ized the enor mous dan ger which the Greek-
 Zo roas trian ground-mo tive posed for the pure ground-mo tive of di vine
rev e la tion. In its life-and-death strug gle against this mo tive the church
for mu lated the doc trine of the di vine es sen tial unity of the Fa ther and
the Son (the Word or Lo gos) and soon af ter wards the doc trine of the
trin ity of Fa ther, Son, and Holy Spirit. This de ter mi na tion of the ba sic
doc trinal po si tion of the Chris tian church was not in tended as a sci en -
tific-theo log i cal the ory but as a nec es sar ily im per fect for mu la tion of the 
liv ing con fes sion of the Body of Christ, in which the pure ground-
 motive sought ex pres sion. Spe cif i cally, these creedal for mu la tions
broke the dan ger ous in flu ence of Gnosticism dur ing the early cen tu ries
of the Chris tian church, so that a purely scrip tural point of de par ture for
the ol ogy was re stored.

Un der the in flu ence of the Greek and near-east ern du al ism the un break -
able unity of the ground-mo tive of the Di vine Word-rev e la tion, that of
cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Christ Je sus and the com mu nion of
the Holy Spirit, was bro ken apart. A schism was in tro duced be tween cre -
ation and re demp tion, be tween the God of the Old  Tes ta ment and the God 
of the New Tes ta ment. In the spirit of Greek phi los o phy the spec u la tive
the o ret i cal knowl edge of God, the gnosis, [112] was el e vated above the
faith of the Chris tian con gre ga tion.

Par tic u larly through maintaing the un break able unity of the Old and the
New Tes ta ment the Chris tian church dur ing this pe riod man aged un der
God’s guid ance to con quer the re li gious du al ism ac com pa ny ing this
gnosticism in its at tempt to cre ate a split be tween cre ation and re demp -
tion. Yet, we shall see how the Greek ground-mo tive in a hid den way con -
tin ued to ex ert its in flu ence within Chris tian think ing.1

We have seen how the Chris tian church, as soon as the gos pel en tered
into the the Greek world of thought, got in volved in a bat tle of life and
death against the ground-motive of Greek cul ture, which threat ened to
over power the bib li cal ground-motive.

Un der the in flu ence of the Greek and East ern du al ism the un break able
unity of the ground-mo tive of the Di vine Word-rev e la tion, that of cre -
ation, fall and re demp tion through Christ Je sus and the com mu nion of the
Holy Spirit, was bro ken apart. A schism was in tro duced be tween cre ation
and re demp tion, be tween the God of the Old  Tes ta ment and the God of the
New Tes ta ment. In the spirit of Greek phi los o phy the spec u la tive the o ret i -
cal knowl edge of God, the gnosis, was el e vated above the faith of the chris -
tian con gre ga tion. This was the dan ger ous ef fect of the so-called Chris tian
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Gnos ticism. The apos tle John had al ready been forced to warn against one
of the fore run ners of “Chris tian Gnosticism,” the sect of the Nicolaitans.

But also out side this cricle, amongst the so-called ap os tolic church fa -
thers, who had set out to de fend the Chris tian re li gion against Greek
thought, the in flu ence of the Greek ground-motive was ev i dent.

The Greek church fa thers in par tic u lar con ceived of creation as be ing
the re sult of the di vine ac tiv ity of giv ing form to mat ter. There fore, since
they could not con sider mat ter it self to be di vine, they did not want to fully 
 acknow ledge that the Word, through which all things were cre ated and
which be came flesh in Je sus Christ, is syn on y mous with God. Ac cord -
ingly, they de graded the Word (the Logos) to a “semigod” who, as “me di -
a tor” of cre ation, stood be tween God and crea ture. And also in this con -
text the spec u la tive the o ret i cal knowl edge of God, elab o rated in a philo -
soph i cal the ol ogy, was po si tioned above the faith of the church com mu -
nity.

Ac cord ingly the Chris tian re li gion, in a pre car i ous fash ion, was seen as
a higher moral the ory. Christ’s aton ing sac ri fice on the cross was pushed
to the back ground in fa vor of the idea of a “di vine teacher” who ad vo cated 
a higher moral walk of life.

In this way the Chris tian re li gion, through the op er a tion of the Greek
ground-mo tive, was robbed of its in di vis i ble and rad i cal char ac ter.

Un der the mask of a higher the o ret i cal knowl edge of God a view was
in tro duced which superficialized the Word-rev e la tion into a “higher eth i -
cal doc trine.”

Nei ther cre ation, nor the fall, nor re demp tion were un der stood in their
scrip tural mean ing. Even af ter the Chris tian church es tab lished the doc -
trine of the Trin ity the in flu ence of the Greek re li gious ground-motive
con tin ued in the thought of the church fa thers.

Augustine
The or tho dox di rec tion of Chris tian thought reached a high point in Au -
gus tine. Au gus tine placed his stamp on Chris tian re flec tion un til well
into the thir teenth cen tury and even af ter wards he main tained a con sid -
er able in flu ence. The ground-motive of his thought was un doubt edly
scrip tural. Af ter his con ver sion his pow er ful, tal ented in tel lect in creas -
ingly drew from this source. How ever, the Chris tian the ol ogy of his day 
was con fronted with philo soph i cal prob lems which cried out for so lu -
tions. In so far as the church fa thers had been philo soph i cally ed u cated –
Augustine very much so – they had come to ab sorb the Greek way of
thought. They had ap pro pri ated its views of cos mic or der, [113] hu man
na ture, and hu man so ci ety. The church fa thers at tempted to rid these
con cep tions of their pa gan el e ments and to adapt them to the Chris tian
re li gion. How ever, they failed to see that these el e ments were rooted in

Roots of Western Culture

114



a pa gan ground-motive. They failed to un der stand that this ground-
 motive con trolled not merely a few com po nents but its en tire foun da tion 
and elab o ra tion. In other words, they failed to see that be cause of its
rad i cal char ac ter the ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion de mands
an in ner ref or ma tion of one’s sci en tific view of the world or der and of
tem po ral life. In stead of ref or ma tion they sought ac com mo da tion; they
sought to adapt pa gan thought to di vine rev e la tion of the Word.

This ad ap ta tion laid the ba sis for scho las ti cism, which even up to the
pres ent has con tin ued to im pede the de vel op ment of a truly reformational
di rec tion in Chris tian life and thought. Scho las ti cism seeks a syn the sis be -
tween Greek thought and the Chris tian re li gion. It was thought that such a
syn the sis could be suc cess fully achieved if phi los o phy, with its Greek ba -
sis, were to be made sub ser vi ent to Chris tian the ol ogy.

Here again Au gus tine played a key role. He de nied the au ton omy of
phi los o phy, that is, its in de pend ence with re spect to the Chris tian faith.
For he saw clearly that the Chris tian faith must give guid ance also to
philo sophic thought, for with out this guid ance it would be dom i nated by
an apos tate faith. As such this idea was ut terly scrip tural. How ever, Au -
gus tine’s search for ac com mo da tion and syn the sis led him to work this
out in an un ac cept able way. Phi los o phy, not in trin si cally re formed, was
not al lowed to de velop it self in de pend ently but had to be sub jected to the
con trol of dog matic the ol ogy. Philo soph i cal ques tions could be treated
only within a theo log i cal frame of ref er ence. Au gus tine at tempted to
christianize phi los o phy along these lines, as if theo log i cal the ory and the
Chris tian re li gion were iden ti cal.

One can not deny that Au gus tine was in flu enced by the Greek con cep -
tion of con tem pla tive the ory, which pre sented it self as the path to ward the
true knowl edge of God. Ear lier, Ar is totle had el e vated meta phys ics
(philo soph i cal the ory of first prin ci ples, which cul mi nated in “the ol ogy”
or the philo soph i cal knowl edge of God) to the “queen of the sci ences.”
She was to “en slave” all other sci ences, who would never be al lowed to
con tra dict her. Au gus tine merely re placed this Greek no tion of “philo -
soph i cal the ol ogy” with Chris tian the ol ogy, as the sci en tific the ory con -
cern ing Chris tian doc trines.

Au gus tine did ac cept the ground-motive of rev e la tion in its pu rity. But
he could not de velop it rad i cally be cause the Greek ground- motive, trans -
mit ted by Greek phi los o phy, placed a firm hold upon his en tire
worldview. For ex am ple, he read the cre ation ac count with Greek eyes.
Ac cord ing to him “the earth with out form or void” sig ni fied still un -
formed [114] “mat ter,” al though in op po si tion to the Greek no tion he be -
lieved that this mat ter was cre ated by God. Like wise, he con ceived of the
re la tion be tween the “soul” and the “body” within the frame work of the
Greek ground-motive. For him the soul was an im mor tal sub stance char -
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ac ter ized by the fac ulty of the o ret i cal thought. The body was merely a
“ma te rial ve hi cle” of the ra tio nal soul. The di vine rev e la tion of the re li -
gious root-unity of hu man ex is tence was thus again un der mined by Greek
du al ism.

Es pe cially in his doc trine of “orig i nal sin” the Greek mat ter mo tive
exerted a dan ger ous prac ti cal im pact on Au gus tine’s en tire view of life.
For Au gus tine “orig i nal sin” was sex ual de sire. Mar riage was merely a
ther a peu tic de vice to con trol un bounded lust af ter the flesh. Un for tu -
nately, this view has crip pled Chris tian mar i tal eth ics for cen tu ries. As a
rule, Chris tians did not see that orig i nal sin is seated in the heart and not in
a tem po ral, nat u ral drive. The sex ual drive was viewed as sin ful, and sex -
ual ab sti nence was ap plauded as a higher Chris tian vir tue. But this as cet i -
cism is not scrip tural; its lin eage reaches back to Plato, who ex plained
sen sual drives in terms of the om i nous prin ci ple of mat ter. At the same
time, Au gus tine did de fend the scrip tural teach ing of the rad i cal fall. He
un der stood the de prav ity that lies at the root of hu man na ture.

The ex am ple of Au gus tine clearly dem on strates how even in a great fa -
ther of the church the spir i tual power of the Greek ground-motive worked
as a dan ger ous counter force to the ground-motive of rev e la tion. It is not
right to con ceal this out of love and re spect for Au gus tine. In sight into
mat ters where Au gus tine should not be fol lowed need not de tract from our 
love and re spect for him. It is an ur gent mat ter that we, openly and re gard -
less of who is in volved, choose sides in the is sue: ref or ma tion or ac com -
mo da tion. This ques tion dom i nates Chris tian life to day. Only the
ground- motive of God’s rev e la tion can fur nish us with the ap pro pri ate an -
swer.

The Ro man Cath o lic Ground-Motive

The ef fort to bridge the foun da tions of the Chris tian re li gion and Greek
thought had to lead over time to the fur ther at tempt to find a deeper rec -
on cil i a tion be tween their re spec tive re li gious ground- motives. Dur ing
the Mid dle Ages, when the church of Rome grad u ally gained con trol
over all of tem po ral so ci ety, this at tempted re li gious syn the sis pro duced
a new di a lec ti cal ground-motive in the de vel op ment of west ern cul ture:
the well-known mo tive of “na ture and grace” (na ture and supernature).
Its in her ent am bi gu ity and dis har mony dom i nated even the thought of
[115] the Ref or ma tion to a great ex tent, al though the Ref or ma tion had
over come its di a lec ti cal ten sion in prin ci ple by re turn ing to the scrip -
tural teach ing of the rad i cal sig nif i cance of the fall for hu man na ture
and to the con fes sion of jus ti fi ca tion by faith alone.

The Impact of Greek Thought
How did Ro man Ca thol i cism con ceive of “na ture?” It de rived its con -
cept of na ture from Greek phi los o phy. As we saw ear lier, the Greek
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view of “na ture” (physis) was en tirely de ter mined by the re li gious mo -
tive of mat ter and form. The mat ter mo tive lay at the foun da tion of the
older na ture re li gions which de i fied a form less, eter nally flow ing stream 
of earthly life. What ever pos sessed in di vid ual form arose from this
stream and then passed away. By con trast, the form mo tive con trolled
the more re cent Greek cul ture re li gion, which granted the gods an in vis -
i ble, im per ish able, and ra tio nal form that was supranatural in char ac ter.

Ar is totle listed the var i ous mean ings of the word physis in Greek
thought in chap ter four of the fifth book of his fa mous Metaphysics. In his
ac count, the an cient con cept of “na ture” al ter nated between a form less
stream of be com ing and de cay (the mat ter prin ci ple) to an im per ish able
and in vis i ble form, which was un der stood as the en dur ing es sence of per -
ish able things. For Ar is totle, who gave re li gious pri or ity to the form prin -
ci ple, the sec ond mean ing was the most au then tic. He de fined “na ture” as
the “sub stan tial form of things which in them selves pos sess a prin ci ple of
move ment (be com ing, growth, and mat u ra tion).” In this way he sought to
rec on cile the prin ci ples of form and mat ter.

Ar is totle’s Greek view of na ture was pa gan. Nev er the less, the Ro man
Cath o lic ground-motive of na ture and grace sought to ac com mo date the
Greek ground-motive to that of di vine rev e la tion. The scholastics ar gued
that what ever was sub ject to birth and death, in clud ing hu man be ings, was 
con sti tuted of mat ter and form. God cre ated all things ac cord ing to this ar -
range ment. As a nat u ral be ing, for ex am ple, they held that a per son con -
sists of a “ra tio nal soul” and a “ma te rial body.” Char ac ter ized by its ca -
pac ity for thought, the ra tio nal soul was both the “in vis i ble, es sen tial
form” of the body and an im per ish able “sub stance” that could ex ist apart
from the body.

More over, scho las ti cism main tained that when God cre ated hu man kind 
he fur nished it with a “supranatural” gift of grace, a suprahuman fac ulty of 
thought and will by which a per son could re main in a cor rect re la tion ship
with God. Hu man kind lost this gift at the fall, and as a re sult it was re -
duced to mere “hu man na ture” with its in her ent weak nesses. But this hu -
man “na ture,” which is guided by the nat u ral light of rea son, was not [116] 
cor rupted by sin and thus also does not need to be re stored by Christ. Hu -
man na ture is only “weak ened” by the fall. It con tin ues to re main true to
its in nate “nat u ral law” and pos sesses an au ton omy, a rel a tive in de pend -
ence and self-determination in op po si tion to the realm of grace of the
Chris tian re li gion. Na ture is only brought to a higher form of per fec tion
by grace, which co mes from Christ and reaches na ture through the me di a -
tion of the in sti tu tional church. This grace must be earned and pre pared by 
good works in the realm of na ture.

Clearly, this new re li gious ground-motive con flicts with the mo tive of
cre ation, fall, and re demp tion at ev ery point. It in tro duces an in ter nal split
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into the cre ation mo tive by set ting up a dis tinc tion be tween the nat u ral and 
the supranatural and by re strict ing the scope of fall and re demp tion to the
supranatural. This re stric tion robs the scrip tural ground-motive of its in te -
gral and rad i cal char ac ter. Bro ken by the counter force that “ac com mo -
dated” the Greek na ture mo tive to the cre ation mo tive, the scrip tural mo -
tive could no lon ger grip a per son with all its power and ab so lute ness.

One con se quence of this dualistic ten dency was that the scholastic
teach ing on the re la tion be tween the soul and the body left no room for in -
sight into the rad i cal mean ing of ei ther the fall or re demp tion in Je sus
Christ. If the hu man soul is not the spir i tual root-unity of a per son’s whole
tem po ral ex is tence but con sists of “the ra tio nal form of a ma te rial body,”
then how could one speak of the cor rup tion of a per son in the very root of
that per son’s na ture? Sin arises not from the func tion of thought but from
the heart, from the re li gious root of our be ing.

Like the Greek form-matter mo tive, the ground-motive of na ture and
grace con tained a re li gious di a lec tic which drove life and thought from
the nat u ral pole to the supranatural pole. The nat u ral is tic at ti tude sum -
moned the ec cle si as ti cal truths of grace be fore the court of nat u ral rea son,
and supranatural mys ti cism at tempted to es cape “na ture” in the mys ti cal
ex pe ri ence of “grace.” Ul ti mately this di a lec tic led to a con sis tent proc la -
ma tion of an un bridge able rift be tween na ture and grace; na ture be came
in de pend ent, los ing ev ery point of con tact with grace. Only the of fi cial
au thor ity of the Ro man Cath o lic Church was suf fi ciently pow er ful to up -
hold the re li gious pseudo-synthesis by for mally de nounc ing the her e sies
that openly tried to make this en try us ing this very ground-motive. Its de -
fence drew heavily on the phi los o phy of Thomas Aqui nas [1225-1274],
the prince of scho las ti cism.

Thomas Aquinas
For Thomas “na ture” was the in de pend ent “step ping-stone to grace,” the 
sub struc ture of a Chris tian su per struc ture. He con strued the mu tual
[117] re la tion be tween these an ti thet i cal mo tives in Greek fash ion, un -
der stand ing it as a re la tion be tween “mat ter” and “form.” He be lieved
that na ture is mat ter for a higher form of per fec tion be stowed upon it by 
grace. In other words, the Re deemer works in the man ner of a sculp tor
who shapes his ma te rial into a new form.

But it is ev i dent that this con struc tion, de rived from Ar is totle, could not
truly rec on cile the in her ently antinomic mo tives of na ture and grace. Real
rec on cil i a tion would have been pos si ble only if a higher stand point had
been found that could have tran scended and en com passed both mo tives.
How ever, such a higher mo tive was and is not avail able. To the Church of
Rome to day “grace” is not “ev ery thing,” for oth er wise grace would
“swal low up” na ture. But does this state of af fairs not tes tify that the Ro -
man Cath o lic ground-motive was not that of God’s Word? Is it not clear
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that the na ture mo tive di verged sig nif i cantly from the cre ation mo tive of
scrip tural rev e la tion?

Surely, the Ro man Cath o lic Church did not in cor po rate the Greek
ground-motive into its own view of na ture with out re vi sion. Since the
church could not ac cept a dual or i gin of the cos mos, it tried to har mo nize
the Greek mo tive with the scrip tural mo tive of cre ation. For Ro man Ca -
thol i cism it no lon ger meant the ac cep tance of a two fold or i gin of the
world, as it did for the Greeks, for in that case cre ation would have been
lost. 

One of the first con se quences of this ac com mo da tion was that the
form-matter mo tive lost its orig i nal re li gious mean ing. But be cause of its
pre tended rec on cil i a tion with the Greek na ture mo tive, Ro man Ca thol i -
cism robbed the bib li cal cre ation mo tive of its scope.

To the Greek mind nei ther the mat ter of the world nor the in vis i ble pure
form could have been cre ated. At best one could ad mit that the un ion of
form and mat ter was made pos si ble by di vine rea son, the di vine ar chi tect
who formed the avail able ma te rial. Ac cord ing to Thomas, though, the me -
di eval doc tor of the church, the con crete mat ter of per ish able be ings was
cre ated si mul ta neously with their con crete form. How ever, nei ther the
mat ter prin ci ple (the prin ci ple of end less be com ing and de cay) nor the
pure prin ci ple of form (the prin ci ple of per fec tion) were cre ated. He held
that they are the two meta phys i cal prin ci ples of all per ish able ex is tence. 
As to their or i gin, Thomas was si lent.

Thomas also main tained that the prin ci ple of mat ter was the prin ci ple of 
im per fec tion, ar gu ing that what “co mes into be ing” is still im per fect. But
how it pos si ble that a prin ci ple of im per fec tion finds its or i gin in God?
Con versely, he con tin u ally called the “think ing soul,” the “ra tio nal form”
of hu man na ture, “di vine.” He never re ferred to mat ter as di vine. Clearly,
the Greek form-matter mo tive led to a du al ism in Thomas’s con cep tion of
the cre ation, a du al ism re in forced by the con trast be tween na ture and
supernature. Un in ten tionally, Thomas al lowed the Greek form-matter
mo tive to over power the cre ation mo tive of the Chris tian [118] re li gion.
Al though he did ac knowl edge God as the “first cause” and the “ul ti mate
goal” of na ture, he di vided the cre ation or der into a nat u ral and
supranatural realm. And his view of the “nat u ral or der” stemmed from Ar -
is totle.

The Pretended Biblical Basis
Ro man Cath o lic think ers be lieve that the con trast be tween na ture and
grace is bib li cally based. They ap peal in par tic u lar to Romans 1:19-20
and 2:14-15. We are obliged to con sider these texts in de tail, be gin ning
with Romans 1:19-20, where we read:

For what can be known about God is plain to them, be cause God has
shown it to them. Ever since the cre ation of the world his in vis i ble na -
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ture, namely, his eter nal power and de ity, has been clearly per ceived in
the things that have been made.

Did not Paul him self there fore af firm that one can at tain a de gree of
knowl edge con cern ing the true God by means of the nat u ral light of
rea son? We need only re fer to the very text it self. No where does Paul
say that a per son ar rives at this knowl edge through the nat u ral light of
rea son. On the con trary, he writes: “what can be known about God is
plain to them, be cause God has shown it to them.” In this very con text
Paul re fers to God’s gen eral rev e la tion to fallen hu man be ings who, be -
cause of their apos tate in cli na tion, “by their wick ed ness sup press the
truth” [Romans 1:18]. Rev e la tion is heard and un der stood only in faith.
A per son’s faith func tion is ac tive also in con crete hu man think ing. It is
through sin that faith de vel oped in an apos tate di rec tion, ac cord ing to
Paul. Be cause a per son’s heart turned away from God, Paul lashes out
against the idol a trous ten den cies of both the Greeks and the the “bar bar -
ians”: “Claiming to be wise, they be came fools” [Romans 1:22].

Thomas em ployed the Ar is to te lian idea of God in his “nat u ral the ol -
ogy.” This idea was the prod uct not of purely in tel lec tual rea son ing but of
the re li gious ground-motive of Greek thought. The var i ous “proofs” for
the ex is tence of God, which Thomas de vel oped in Ar is totle’s foot steps,
stand or fall with one’s ac cep tance of both the form-matter ground-motive 
and the re li gious pri or ity Ar is totle at tached to the form mo tive of Greek
cul ture re li gion. For Ar is totle God was pure form that stood com pletely
apart from mat ter. This di vine form was “pure thought” it self. Ar is totle
did not grant mat ter, the prin ci ple of the eter nal stream of life, a di vine sta -
tus, for mat ter rep re sented the prin ci ple of im per fec tion. On the prem ise
of this idea of God, Ar is totle’s first proof of the ex is tence of such a de ity is 
a tight log i cal ar gu ment. It [119] pro ceeds as fol lows: ev ery where in our
ex pe ri ence we per ceive move ment and change. Ev ery mo tion is caused by 
some thing else. If this too is in mo tion it again pre sup poses a cause for its
mo tion. But this causal chain can not pos si bly be in fi nite, since an in fi nite
chain of causes can never be com plete. Hence there must be a first cause
that is it self not moved. There must be an “un moved mover” caus ing the
en tire pro cess of mo tion. The “un moved mover” is God, pure “form,” who 
is there fore per fect.

This proof seems log i cally sound. For the thinker who pro ceeds from a
be lief in the au ton omy of the o ret i cal thought in the Thomistic sense, it
seems that not a sin gle pre sup po si tion of faith plays any part. Af ter all, the
proof starts from un de ni able data of ex pe ri ence (the con tin u ous change
and mo tion of tem po ral things) and re stricts it self to a con sis tent re flec tion 
on the con cept of the cause of mo tion.

So it may seem. But sup pose that I agree with the early Greek phi los o -
phers of na ture. Sup pose that I see the truly di vine as an eter nal flux of life
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and not as an ab so lute form. My faith would then re verse the di rec tion of
the en tire “proof.” The proof would pro ceed as fol lows: in our ex pe ri ence
we al ways per ceive com pleted forms – the forms of plants, an i mals, hu -
man be ings, and so forth. How ever, we also see that all these forms arise
and pass away. If this pro cess of be com ing and per ish ing were halted, the
great stream of life it self would cease. This in turn would sig nify the end
of what ever co mes to ex ist in in di vid ual form and shape. The great stream
of life, which stands above all form and which is it self form less, can not it -
self be come or pass away. It is there fore the first cause of all that re ceives
con crete form. This first cause is God.

I trust that the reader will agree that this proof of the ex is tence of God is
as log i cally sound as that of Thomas’s “nat u ral the ol ogy” and that it too
be gins from un de ni able data of ex pe ri ence. But the be lief, the pre sup po si -
tion that lies at the ba sis of this sec ond proof, is dif fer ent; the truly di vine
is found not in pure form, as Thomas taught, but in the mat ter prin ci ple of
the eter nally flow ing life stream.

Clearly, our log i cal think ing is not “au ton o mous” with re spect to faith.
It is al ways guided and di rected by a faith com mit ment which in turn is
con trolled by the re li gious ground-motive that grips one’s think ing ei ther
im plic itly or con sciously. The ground-motive of Thomas’s thought, the
Ro man Cath o lic mo tive of na ture and grace, was a mo tive that al lot ted a
place to the Greek mo tive. It is for eign to Scrip ture and to its mes sage of
cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je sus Christ in com mu nion with the 
Holy Spirit.

The Ro man Cath o lic thinker will ap peal fur ther to Paul’s state ment in
Romans 2:14-15, which reads: [120]

When Gentiles who have not the law do by na ture what the law re quires, 
they are a law to them selves, even though they do not have the law.
They show that what the law re quires is writ ten on their hearts, while
their con science also bears wit ness and their con flict ing thoughts ac cuse 
or per haps ex cuse them. . . .

This text has stim u lated much spec u la tion. It has been hailed as proof of 
the in flu ence of the Greek view of na ture in Paul’s thought. Cer tainly it
is true that Paul, an ed u cated per son, was fa mil iar with this Greek view.
But Paul’s state ment can not pos si bly mean that he ad vo cated the
self-sufficiency or in de pend ence of nat u ral un der stand ing over against
di vine rev e la tion. The text must be read against the back ground of the
pas sage just con sid ered, where we saw that God en graved the law into
the heart of a per son’s ex is tence al ready in his “gen eral rev e la tion.” The 
scholastics in ter preted this law as a ra tio nal, nat u ral law that one could
know by “the nat u ral light of rea son” apart from faith. Ac cord ingly,
they trans lated the word heart with the word mind, a read ing that elim i -
nated the pro found mean ing of Paul’s words. Paul makes his state ment
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in the con text of a hard-hitting sketch of the deep apos tasy of both Jew
and Greek, on ac count of which both were lost. This state ment is there -
fore gov erned by the mo tive of the fall, which af fects the spir i tual root
of ex is tence. What is the sin of hea thens if they know the law for cre -
ation only “ra tio nally” and if this law is not en graved into their hearts,
into the root of their be ing?

The Church of Rome of course does not teach that sin arises in the mind. 
To the Ro man Cath o lic mere ra tio nal knowl edge of the law is not suf fi -
cient to jus tify Paul’s judg ment that who ever sins per ishes. Rather, the
law as the law of gen eral rev e la tion is writ ten into a per son’s heart, and
there fore one is with out ex cuse. Se ri ous dam age to the brain may cause
the tem po ral loss of moral con science and may force a per son to lie, steal,
or de ceive. A men tally de fi cient per son may lack an in tel lec tual un der -
stand ing of what is good or bad. But the law that is in scribed within our
hearts touches the hid den root of life, where judg ment is re served for God
alone.

The Ro man Cath o lic View of Nat u ral So ci ety

The philo soph i cal sys tem of Thomas Aqui nas stands be hind the of fi cial
Ro man Cath o lic view of the state and of the other so ci etal spheres. It is
un doubt edly true that in Ro man Cath o lic cir cles some ad here to con cep -
tions other than those of Aqui nas. Au gus tin ian ori en ta tions, for in -
stance, are cer tainly not [121] over looked. But Thomistic phi los o phy,
sup ported by of fi cial com men da tion in a se ries of pa pal en cyc li cals, has 
a spe cial sta tus among Ro man Cath o lics. The two fa mous so cial and so -
cio- eco nomic en cyc li cals Re rum novarum (1891, from Leo XIII) and
Quadra gesimo anno (1931, from Pius XI) are based on a Thomistic foun -
dation. They pres ent guide lines for a so lu tion to so cial ques tions and to
the prob lems of eco nomic or der from a Ro man Cath o lic van tage point.

The Social Nature of Rational Human Beings
Thomas’s view of hu man so ci ety was com pletely dom i nated by the re li -
gious ground-motive of na ture and grace in its Ro man Cath o lic sense.
The main lines of his view of nat u ral so ci ety were de rived from Ar is -
totle. We have al ready noted that in con for mity with Ar is totle he con -
ceived of hu man na ture as a com po si tion of form and mat ter.1 The ra tio -
nal soul was the “form” and the ma te rial body was the “mat ter” of a hu -
man be ing, which owed its real be ing to the soul. Ev ery crea ture com -
posed of form and mat ter arose and came into be ing; and the prin ci ple
of form gave this be com ing the di rec tion to ward a goal. By na ture, ev -
ery crea ture strove to reach its per fec tion through a pro cess whereby its
“es sen tial form” re al ized it self in the mat ter of its body. Thus a plant
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nat u rally strove to de velop its seed into the ma ture form of a plant, and
an an i mal de vel oped it self to ward its ma ture form. The nat u ral per fec -
tion of hu man be ings con sisted in the com plete de vel op ment of their ra -
tio nal na ture which dis tin guished them from plants and an i mals. Their
ra tio nal na ture was equipped with an in nate, ra tio nal, nat u ral law that
urged them to do good and to re frain from evil. Thus, ac cord ing to
Thomas, hu man kind nat u rally strove to ward the good. This con cep tion
rad i cally con flicts with the scrip tural con fes sion of the to tal de prav ity of 
“hu man na ture.”

Thomas also be lieved that one could not at tain one’s nat u ral per fec tion
as an iso lated in di vid ual. Hu man be ings came into the world na ked and
help less, and there fore they de pended on so ci ety, which had to aid them
by pro vid ing for their ma te rial and moral needs. Thus for Thomas a so cial
in cli na tion or a pre dis po si tion to ward so ci ety is also in nate in ra tio nal hu -
man na ture. This so cial pro pen sity de vel ops in stages, through the for ma -
tion of smaller and larger com mu ni ties that are mu tu ally re lated in terms
of lower to higher, means to end, part to whole.

The low est com mu nity is the fam ily, which pro vides the op por tu nity
for sat is fy ing a per son’s lower needs, such as food and sex. The high est
com mu nity is the state, which brings a per son’s so cial ten dency to per fec -
tion. All the lower com mu ni ties re late to the state as their com ple tion; for,
un like the other nat u ral so ci etal forms, the state is the over arch ing and
per fect com mu nity. It pos sesses autar chy and self-suf fi ciency, since [122] 
in the nat u ral realm it is the high est and most embra cing com mu nity. The
state is based on the ra tio nal dis po si tion of hu man na ture. Its es sence is
char ac ter ized by its goal, the com mon good. This nat u ral goal is also the
im me di ate ba sis of gov ern men tal au thor ity, with out which the body pol i -
tic can not ex ist. Thus, if the state is grounded in “na ture,” so is the au thor -
ity of gov ern ment. Thomas cer tainly rec og nized that ul ti mately the gov -
ern ment’s au thor ity is rooted in the sov er eignty of the Cre ator but, in typ i -
cally Ro man Cath o lic fash ion, he in serted the mo tive of ra tio nal na ture
be tween hu man kind and the Cre ator. In this na ture mo tive the Greek
form-mat ter mo tive came to ex pres sion.

In so far as it fully in flu ences one’s view of hu man so ci ety, the scrip tural
cre ation mo tive al ways points to the in trin sic na ture of the life-spheres of
our tem po ral ex is tence. The scrip tural con cep tion that God cre ated ev ery -
thing af ter its own na ture does not have room for the idea that in the nat u -
ral realm the state is the per fect com mu nity em brac ing both in di vid u als
and other so ci etal struc tures as its parts. What is es sen tially part of a
whole is de ter mined ex clu sively by the in ner na ture of the whole. It is un -
doubt edly cor rect to main tain that prov inces and mu nic i pal i ties are parts
of the state; gov erned by the same in trin sic law of life, they are of the same 
in trin sic na ture. Sim i larly, it is cor rect to say that hands, feet, and head are
es sen tial parts of the hu man body. They are only mem bers of the body,
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and as such their na ture is de ter mined by the in trin sic na ture and law of the 
whole.

A whole-part re la tion ship does not ex clude the pos si bil ity that the parts
pos sess au ton omy within the whole. Mu nic i pal ities, coun ties, and prov -
inces1 are in deed con sti tu tion ally au ton o mous. That is to say, they are rel -
a tively in de pend ent within the whole. They in sti tute by laws and reg u la -
tions that gov ern their in ter nal af fairs even though the ul ti mate con trol
rests with a cen tral au thor ity. But in the mod ern state the limit of this au -
ton omy al ways de pends upon the in ter est of the whole, the so-called com -
mon good.

From a scrip tural point of view the re la tion be tween the state and the
life-spheres of dif fer ent in ter nal struc tures is rad i cally dis tinct from the
whole-part re la tion ship within the state. For ex am ple, mar riage, the nu -
clear fam ily, the church, the firm, the sphere of schol ar ship, and that of art,
ac cord ing to their in trin sic char ac ter and pe cu liar law of life, should never
be de scribed as parts of the state. In prin ci ple they are of a na ture dif fer ent
from the in sti tu tion al ized body pol i tic. They are sov er eign in their own
sphere, and their bound aries are de ter mined not by the com mon good of
the state but by their own in trin sic na ture and law. This does not ex clude
an in ter con nec tion with the state. Yet this re la tion does not con cern the ju -
ris dic tion of any non-po lit i cal sphere, since it only in volves mat ters fall -
ing within the sphere of com pe tence of the state.

In other words, each sphere must leave the prin ci ple of sphere [123]
sov er eignty in tact. For its prac ti cal ap pli ca tion, sphere sov er eignty de -
mands a closer in ves ti ga tion of the in ter nal struc ture of the var i ous life-
 spheres. Kuyper was cor rect in his view that this prin ci ple finds its foun -
da tion in cre ation. In the pres ent con text it is of vi tal importantce to em -
pha size that this prin ci ple is rooted in the ground-motive of the Di vine
Word-rev e la tion. When the in te gral char ac ter of the cre ation mo tive is op -
er a tive in one’s life and thought, sooner or later it leads to a rec og ni tion of
sphere sov er eignty.

The Principle of Subsidiarity
The Greek na ture mo tive, with its du al ism be tween the form prin ci ple
and the mat ter prin ci ple, per me ated Thomas Aqui nas’s view of hu man
so ci ety. In his opin ion the state, based on the ra tio nal na ture of hu man
be ings, was nec es sary so that the ra tio nal form of hu man na ture could
ar rive at per fect de vel op ment and so that the mat ter principle – ex -
pressed in sen su ous desires – could be held in check.

In con for mity with Greek thought, Thomas held that the state was the
to tal, all-inclusive com mu nity in the realm of na ture. All the other life-
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 spheres were merely its sub ser vi ent parts. Thomas there fore con ceived of
the re la tion ship be tween the state and the other nat u ral spheres of life in
terms of the whole-part re la tion. Cer tainly he would not have de fended a
state ab so lut ism that would gov ern all of life from “above.” The mod ern
to tal i tar ian re gimes of na tional so cial ism and fas cism would have met an
un wa ver ing op po nent in Thomas, as they did among the mod ern
Thomists. Thomas im me di ately added a re stric tion af ter de clar ing that in -
di vid u als and “lower” com mu ni ties were parts of the state; he main tained
that they were parts only in so far as they were of the same or der. To be gin
with, this lim i ta tion ex cluded the supranatural or der from the ju ris dic tion
of the state. Both the in di vid ual and mar riage (in its sac ra men tal su per -
struc ture) par tic i pated in the supranatural or der, and the ju ris dic tion of the 
state did not ex tend be yond the nat u ral. Sec ondly, this lim i ta tion sig ni fied
that Thomas’s view of the state was anticentralist in prin ci ple. Thomas ar -
gued that the state is con structed from be low in a hi er ar chy of lower and
higher com mu ni ties. What ever could be ad e quately taken care of by a
lower com mu nity should not be sub sumed by a higher com mu nity.

The fa mous prin ci ple of subsidiarity is rooted in this train of thought.
The en cyc li cal Quadragesimo anno (1931, from Pius XI) de fended
“subsidiarity” as a guide for de lim it ing the state’s task in the or ga ni za tion
of la bor and in dus try. The prin ci ple of subsidiarity holds that the state
should con trib ute to the com mon good only those el e ments which in di vid -
u als can not pro vide, ei ther by them selves or by means of the lower com -
mu ni ties. At first glance this prin ci ple seems to be an other name for
“sphere sov er eignty.” Those who agree with Groen van [124] Prins terer’s
views con cern ing the struc ture of the state are likely to be at tracted to the
idea that the state should be or ga nized not from above but from be low. Yet 
a de ci sive dif fer ence ex ists be tween the prin ci ples of subsidiarity and
sphere sov er eignty.

Ro man Cath o lic so cial the ory de vel oped the prin ci ple of subsidiarity
on the ba sis of the Thomistic view of a per son’s “ra tio nal na ture,” which
it self was de rived from the Greek con cept of na ture. This Greek “con cept
of na ture,” which flows, as we have suf fi ciently sub stan ti ated, from the
form-matter mo tive as re li gious ground-motive of Greek cul ture, is here
op er a tive.

Hu man kind’s nat u ral per fec tion, which con sisted in re al iz ing the “ra -
tio nal es sen tial form” of its na ture, could not be at tained in iso la tion. Ev -
ery one came into the world na ked and help less, with the re sult that one de -
pended upon the com mu nity for pro vid ing one with one’s “ma te rial” and
“ra tio nal-moral” needs. Hence a so cial pro pen sity lay im planted in one’s
ra tio nal na ture, a pro pen sity that de vel oped step by step in the so ci etal
forms which be gan with the low est (the fam ily) and ended with the state,
the per fect and high est com mu nity in nat u ral so ci ety.
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Mean while, the hu man be ing as an in di vid ual al ways re mained the
Thomistic point of de par ture, for that per son alone was truly a sub stance.
In the con text of Greek thought this meant that the in di vid ual pos sessed an 
in de pend ent ex is tence while the com mu nity was re garded as merely a
unity of or der borne by the in di vid ual. In this pat tern of thought a com mu -
nity like the state does not pos sess the same re al ity as the in di vid ual, just
as one can not as cribe the same re al ity to the color red as to a red rose. The
color red is only a prop erty of the rose and pre sup poses the rose as its
bearer.

For anal o gous rea sons the of fi cial Ro man Cath o lic view main tains that
the state and the lower so ci etal com mu ni ties can not ex haust the re al ity of
the in di vid ual as a “nat u ral be ing.” The ra tio nal law of na ture holds that
in di vid u als de pend on the com mu nity only for those needs which they
can not fill them selves as in di vid ual hu man be ings. The same nat u ral law
also holds that a lower com mu nity like the fam ily or the school de pends
on the higher com mu ni ties (ul ti mately on the state) only for those in ter ests 
that it it self can not han dle. Ba sically, this  hierar chical struc ture de scribes
the sub stance of the prin ci ple of subsidiarity.

But Thom ism still con ceived of both the in di vid ual and the lower so ci -
etal com mu ni ties in the nat u ral realm as parts of the whole, as parts of the
state. It is against this (es sen tially Greek) view of hu man so ci ety that the
scrip tural prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty di rects it self. Rooted in the cre -
ation mo tive of rev e la tion, sphere sov er eignty com pels us to give a pre -
cise ac count of the in trin sic na ture of the life-spheres. God cre ated ev ery -
thing ac cord ing to its own na ture. Two parts that com pletely dif fer in
kind, can never be come parts of the same whole.

This in sight into the in ner struc ture and na ture of the dif fer en ti ated
[125] spheres was alien to Thomistic so cial the ory. Thom ism dis tin -
guished com mu ni ties only in terms of the im me di ate pur pose they served
in their co op er a tion to ward the nat u ral per fec tion of hu man be ings. For
ex am ple, mar riage (apart from its ec cle si as ti cal, sac ra men tal di men sion)
was un der stood as a ju rid i cal in sti tu tion grounded in hu man na ture for the
sake of the pro cre ation of the hu man race. Does this def i ni tion fo cus at all
on the in trin sic na ture and struc ture of the com mu nity of mar riage? If so,
what should we say of a mar riage in which chil dren are no lon ger ex -
pected? What is the in ner norm of the mar riage bond in its in ter nal char ac -
ter? Does one re ally iden tify the in ner na ture of mar ried life by de scrib ing
it as a ju rid i cal in sti tu tion? Would not mar riage be sheer hell if the ju rid i -
cal point of view would guide all of its af fairs?

Fol low ing Ar is totle, Thomas looked upon the fam ily as a nat u ral com -
mu nity serv ing the lower eco nomic and sex ual needs of life. The fam ily
con sisted of three re la tions: hus band and wife, par ents and chil dren, and
mas ter and ser vants. Does this in any way ap proach the in ter nal char ac ter
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of the fam ily? Does the fam ily re ally in clude the ser vants? Is it true that
the fam ily serves only the “lower needs?”

Lastly, Thomistic so cial the ory con sid ered the state to be the per fect hu -
man com mu nity. Its goal was the “com mon good” of its mem bers. I ask:
how can this te le o log i cal goal ori en ta tion help us de fine the in ter nal na -
ture and struc ture of the state? The con cept of “com mon good” in
Thomistic po lit i cal the ory was so vague that it ap plied also to the “lower”
so ci etal struc tures. For ex am ple, the mod ern Thomist does not hes i tate to
speak of the “pub lic in ter est” of an in dus trial cor po ra tion in dis tinc tion
from the “spe cific in ter est” of the per sons who work within it. For the
Thomist the “com mon good” in the body pol i tic can only re fer to the in ter -
est of the “whole” that em braces all the “lower” com mu ni ties and the in di -
vid u als as “parts.” From this per spec tive, how ever, it is im pos si ble to in -
di cate an in ner cri te rion for the “com mon good,” since a Thomist does not
see the state ac cord ing to its own in trin sic na ture and struc ture. We know
how even the most re volt ing state ab so lut ism seeks to jus tify it self with
ap peals to the com mon good. As we men tioned ear lier, Thom ism cer -
tainly does not de sire an ab so lute state, but it has no de fence against state
ab so lut ism other than the prin ci ple of subsidiarity, a prin ci ple de rived not
from the in trin sic na ture of the life-spheres but from the Ar is to te lian con -
cep tion of the “so cial na ture” of hu man kind and of the “nat u ral pur poses”
of the var i ous so ci etal com mu ni ties.

Modern Roman Catholic Social Thought
In this light it is not sur pris ing that mod ern Ro man Cath o lic so cial the -
ory con tains two po ten tially con flict ing ten den cies. In the first place, we 
[126] note an idea of so cial or der wholly ori ented to the Greek view of
the state as the to tal ity of nat u ral so ci ety. As a to tal ity, the state must or -
der all of its parts in har mo ni ous co op er a tion. The Thomist who holds
this con cep tion of so cial or der will view the prin ci ple of sphere sov er -
eignty as lit tle more than a prod uct of the “rev o lu tion ary” Ref or ma tion
which merely placed the dif fer ent spheres of life along side each other
and sought their deeper unity only in the supra ra tion al re li gious com -
mu nity of the hu man race. The Ro man Cath o lic idea of so cial or der, by
con trast, con ceives of the var i ous life-spheres within the “realm of na -
ture” as or dered within a nat u ral whole (the state) which finds its higher 
per fec tion in the supranatural com mu nity of the church as in sti tute of
di vine grace.

In the sec ond place, we note the prin ci ple of subsidiarity which is in -
tended to pre vent to tal i tar ian po lit i cal ab so lut ism by pro vid ing for an “or -
der ing” of so ci ety not im posed “from above” but de vel oped “from be low” 
so that the cen tral gov ern ment will leave the task of es tab lish ing a
socio-economic or der as much as pos si ble to the in di vid u als and to the
lower com mu ni ties.
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The ques tion as to how these two views are to be rec on ciled is de ci sive
for the stand Ro man Ca thol i cism will take with re gard to the post war is -
sues of so cial or der.

It is not sur pris ing, then, that to day one finds Ro man Cath o lic so cial
the ory split into two more or less di ver gent camps. One stream places
great em pha sis on the whole-part re la tion it as sumes to ob tain be tween the 
state and the other “nat u ral” life-spheres. It in sists on the idea of or der ing
so ci ety with out de priv ing the other life-spheres of their “nat u ral au ton -
omy.” But it ac knowl edges no ba sic dif fer ence, for ex am ple, be tween the
po si tion that or ga nized in dus trial life must oc cupy within the state and the
po si tion con sti tu tion ally given to the mu nic i pal i ties and prov inces.

This camp is greatly in flu enced by Othmar Spann [1878-1950], the
well- known so cial the o rist from Vi enna who called his sys tem “uni ver sal -
ism” [Ganzheitslehre or Allheitslehre]. The point of de par ture for his
view is the com mu nity, not the in di vid ual. Ac cord ing to him, what ever is
in di vid ual or sin gu lar can ex ist only as an ex pres sion of the whole, which
is re al ized through its parts in this way. Al though even in his view the
whole ex ists only in its mem bers and has no ex is tence apart from them,
the whole does ex ist be fore its mem bers. Lying at the foun da tion of its
parts, it does not cease to ex ist when its in di vid ual mem bers per ish. Thus
the whole is “all in all”; ev ery thing is in the whole and the whole is in ev -
ery thing. For Spann the in di vid u als and the lower com mu ni ties of the
“realm of na ture” are part and par cel [127] of the state, just as the state it -
self is part of the “com mu nity of na tions.”

The sec ond stream is the so-called solidaristic wing, founded by the Ro -
man Cath o lic econ o mist and so cial the o rist Hein rich Pesch (1854-1926).
In his five-vol ume work on eco nomic prin ci ples Pesch sought to ap ply the 
so cial eth ics of solidarism to eco nom ics.1 In his con cep tion so ci ety is:

a whole com posed of many and dif fer ent parts. Each part is by na ture
di rected to a goal of its own and to the ful fill ment of a spe cific so cial (or 
po lit i cal) ser vice. Be cause of this ori en ta tion ev ery part is a unity. Since, 
how ever, all these par tial goals are many branches of the sin gle per fec -
tion of hu man life, the parts stand in a cer tain nat u ral re la tion to each
other and to a greater whole. There fore they must ful fil their task in
part ner ship and in har mo ni ous co op er a tion, so that the de vel op ment and 
well-being of the whole (the state) can be the re sult of this.2

To this point solidarism and uni ver sal ism are still largely in agree ment.
But the dif fer ence is this: on the ba sis of the fact that only the in di vid ual 
as a per son has in de pend ent ex is tence and that the com mu nity is only a
de pend ent “unit of or der,” solidarism in fers that the in di vid ual can not
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be di rected to the com mu nity in ev ery thing or in an ul ti mate sense, not
even on the “nat u ral level.” Solidarism does not ac cept the uni ver sal ist ic 
the sis that as a nat u ral be ing an in di vid ual is wholly part of the com mu -
nity. It holds that the in di vid ual is “older” and prior to the com mu nity,
and that that in di vid ual pos sesses a “per sonal sphere” of nat u ral in ter -
ests over against the state. In Casti connubii, the fa mous en cyc li cal on
mar riage of 31 De cem ber 1930, Pope Pius XI ap plied these ideas to the
prob lem of ster il iza tion:

Pub lic mag is trates have no di rect power over the bod ies of their sub -
jects; there fore, where no crime has taken place and there is no cause
pres ent for grave pun ish ment, they can never di rectly harm or tam per
with the in teg rity of the body, ei ther for the rea sons of eu gen ics or for
any other rea son.1

It is con sis tent with this solidaristic idea that the ju ris dic tion of gov ern -
ment over the “lower com mu ni ties” be lim ited as much as pos si ble. On
this point the solidaristic wing, which un doubt edly rep re sents the [128]
of fi cial Ro man Cath o lic view, is more likely to side with Cal vin ism
with its prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty over the mod ern no tion of or der
which views the var i ous life-spheres as merely parts of the state. Still,
em pha siz ing the prin ci ple of subsidiarity does not of fer a fun da men tal
guar an tee against the to tal i tar i an ism that con tin ues to threaten so ci ety
even af ter the col lapse of the na tional so cial is tic and fas cist re gimes. For 
that mat ter, even the prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty does not arm us
against to tal i tar i an ism if it is sep a rated from the scrip tural mo tive of
cre ation and thereby robbed of its real in tent. Be fore ex plor ing this fur -
ther, we shall com plete our sketch of Ro man Cath o lic so cial the ory by
de vot ing at ten tion to the realm of hu man so ci ety called “spe cif i cally
Chris tian” or “supranatural.”

The Ro man Cath o lic View of
(Supranatural) Chris tian So ci ety

The Ro man Cath o lic re li gious ground-motive (na ture and grace) re -
quires an over arch ing struc ture of “supranatural” char ac ter above the
nat u ral sub struc ture of hu man so ci ety. A per son pos sesses not only a
nat u ral pur pose in life (the per fec tion of his “ra tio nal na ture”) but above 
that a supranatural fi nal pur pose through which one’s ra tio nal na ture
must be el e vated to the sphere of grace.

Within this supranatural realm, where the soul’s eter nal sal va tion is at
stake, Ro man Ca thol i cism calls a halt to the in ter fer ence of the state. Only
the Ro man Cath o lic in sti tu tional church can dis pense supranatural grace
to the be liever by means of its sac ra ments. If, ac cord ing to the Ro man
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Cath o lic con cep tion, nat u ral so ci ety is in deed to have a Chris tian char ac -
ter, it must sub ject it self to the guid ance of the church in all mat ters per -
tain ing to the eter nal sal va tion of the soul. Just as in the realm of na ture the 
state is the per fect com mu nity em brac ing all other nat u ral spheres of life
as its parts, so also in the realm of grace the Ro man Cath o lic Church is the
whole of Chris tian so ci ety in its supranatural per fec tion. It is the per fect
com mu nity of Chris ten dom.

Our Ro man Cath o lic fel low-Chris tians of to day are still in flu enced by
the me di eval idea of the cor pus Christianum (Body of Christ), the idea
that the in sti tu tional church em braces all of Chris ten dom and all of Chris -
tian life. This ideal of the Chris tian com mu nity rises far above the Greek
con cep tion of the “nat u ral sub struc ture,” like an im pos ing dome. Here
too, how ever, it is not the scrip tural ground-motive that gov erns the Ro -
man Cath o lic mind. Rather, Ro man Ca thol i cism sub mits to a semi-
 christianized Greek con cep tion which un der stands tem po ral so ci ety in
[129] terms of the whole-part scheme and which de nies the in trin sic na -
ture of the life-spheres as rooted in the di vine cre ation or der.

Ro man Ca thol i cism looks for the whole – for the to tal unity – of Chris -
tian so ci ety in the tem po ral, in sti tu tional church. But ac cord ing to the
ground-motive of God’s rev e la tion the true unity of all Chris tian life is
found only in the supratemporal root-community of hu man kind, which is
re born in Christ. This com mu nity is the King dom of God, which re sides
not in a tem po ral in sti tu tion but in the hearts of the re deemed. With out a
doubt, the church here on earth, in its tem po ral, in sti tu tional or ga ni za tion
as com mu nity of Christ-be liev ers, can only ex ist as a tem po ral man i fes ta -
tion of the “Body of Christ.” The “vis i ble church” can there fore not be
sep a rated from the “in vis i ble church.” The lat ter is the “soul,” the “re li -
gious root,” of the for mer. But this “tem po ral man i fes ta tion” is not iden ti -
cal with the so-called “in vis i ble church” which, as the spir i tual King dom
of Christ Je sus our Lord, tran scends time and shall ex ist in all eter nity. As
one’s soul and re li gious root-unity do not lie in one’s tem po ral ex is tence,
so too the spir i tual root-unity and true to tal ity of Chris tian life do not lie in 
the “vis i ble church,” which be longs to tem po ral so ci ety.

It can be noted then that the Ro man Cath o lic view of the church con -
forms with the scho las tic con cep tion of the re la tion be tween the body and
the soul in hu man na ture. We found ear lier that the scholastic view was
gov erned by the Greek re li gious ground-motive of form and mat ter. The
soul was un der stood as an ab stracted part of a per son’s tem po ral ex is -
tence, the part char ac ter ized by the log i cal func tion of thought. In op po si -
tion to the soul stood the “ma te rial body,” the mat ter given form by the
soul. De spite its re la tion to the body, the “ra tio nal soul” pos sessed an in -
de pend ent and im mor tal ex is tence through its in tel lec tual func tion.
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We saw ear lier too that this Greek idea of the soul is rad i cally op posed
to the scrip tural ap proach. What is at stake in the is sue of the soul is
self-knowledge, and self-knowledge de pends en tirely upon one’s knowl -
edge of God. It is only through God’s rev e la tion of cre ation, fall, and re -
demp tion that one dis cov ers the re li gious root, the soul of one’s ex is tence. 
But in the Ro man Cath o lic view of hu man na ture the dualistic, Greek na -
ture mo tive of form and mat ter thwarted the spir i tual vi tal ity of this bib li -
cal ground-motive. Ac cord ingly, the Ro man Cath o lic view lost in sight
into the spir i tual root-unity of hu man na ture. It looked for the “im mor tal
soul” in an ab stract part of a per son’s tem po ral ex is tence, thereby for feit -
ing the rad i cal char ac ter of the fall and re demp tion in Je sus Christ.

It is there fore not dif fi cult to un der stand that Ro man Ca thol i cism lo -
cated the root-unity of Chris tian so ci ety in the tem po ral, in sti tu tional
church. As the “per fect com mu nity” of the supranatural realm, the [130]
church served as the higher “form” with nat u ral so ci ety as its “mat ter.”
Nat u ral so ci ety, cli maxed in the state, was re lated to the supranatural
Chris tian so ci ety of the church as the ma te rial body was re lated to the ra -
tio nal soul. Un in ten tionally, then, the Greco-Roman con cep tion of the to -
tal i tar ian state was trans ferred to the Ro man Cath o lic in sti tu tional
church. Ro man Ca thol i cism her alded the church as the to tal, all- em -
bracing com mu nity of Chris tian life.

That is why a Ro man Cath o lic main tains that Chris tian fam ily life, the
Chris tian school, Chris tian so cial ac tion, and even a Chris tian po lit i cal
party must bear the stamp of the church. Cer tainly a Ro man Cath o lic does
not re ject the nat u ral ba sis of these spheres of life. The ar gu ment is that in -
so far as they op er ate on the “nat u ral” level they are not part of the church.
On this level they pos sess autonomy. Au ton omy holds first of all with re -
spect to the state it self. But with re spect to their spe cif i cally Chris tian pur -
poses, the state and all the other spheres must sub ject them selves to the
guid ance of the church. Mar riage too has a “nat u ral sub struc ture”; mar -
riage is the com mu nity of hus band and wife, founded on nat u ral law, for
the pur pose of pro cre ation. But it is also a sac ra ment, and it there fore be -
longs to the ec cle si as ti cal sphere of grace. And in view of this sac ra men tal 
char ac ter, the church claims the whole reg u la tion of mar riage for its canon 
law, ex clud ing the civil mag is trate from this pro cess.

Ac cord ing to the Ro man Cath o lic view, na ture and grace can not be sep -
a rated in a truly Chris tian so ci ety. This means that the Ro man Cath o lic
Church may in ter vene in the nat u ral realm. Con se quently, the re la tion be -
tween the church and the Chris tian (that is, Ro man Cath o lic) state can
never cor re spond to the re la tion be tween two sov er eign life-spheres. One
might be led to think oth er wise when Thomas ar gued that the state is not
sub ject to in ter ven tion from the church in purely nat u ral mat ters. The il lu -
sion is bro ken, how ever, when we re al ize that the church re serves for it self 
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the bind ing in ter pre ta tion of “nat u ral mo ral ity,” to which the Chris tian
mag is trate is as bound as any in di vid ual church mem ber. In fact, the Ro -
man Cath o lic Church de lim its the  boun daries of the au ton omy of the
Chris tian state. Thus, when Leo XIII and Pius XI wrote their en cyc li cals
Re rum novarum and Quadragesimo anno, they of fered di rec tives not
merely for the “spe cif i cally Chris tian” side of the so cial and socio- econo -
mic is sues of the mod ern day; they also ex plained the de mands of “nat u ral
law” and “nat u ral mo ral ity” for these prob lems. On both counts, then, the
Ro man Cath o lic Church de mands that a Chris tian gov ern ment sub ject it -
self to ec cle si as ti cal guid ance. The state is au ton o mous only in giv ing
con crete form to the prin ci ples of nat u ral law in the de ter mi na tion of
so-called pos i tive law. [131]

In con clu sion, let us briefly sum ma rize our dis cus sion of the Ro man
Cath o lic view of hu man so ci ety. Ro man Ca thol i cism can not rec og nize the 
sphere sov er eignty of the tem po ral spheres of life. In flu enced by the
Greek form-matter mo tive, it con ceives of all tem po ral so ci ety in terms of
the whole-part scheme. By vir tue of its cath o lic char ac ter (“cath o lic”
means “to tal” or “all-embracing”), the Ro man Cath o lic in sti tu tional
church func tions as the to tal com mu nity of all of Chris tian life. The state
func tions as the to tal com mu nity of “nat u ral life,” but in those af fairs that,
ac cord ing to the judg ment of the church, touch the supranatural well-
 being of the cit i zen, it must look to the church for guid ance.

A Recent Reaffirmation
Dur ing the Ger man oc cu pa tion of Hol land a clan des tine doc u ment ap -
peared en ti tled The Glass House. Again a Ro man Cath o lic Party?1 It
ably ex presses the Ro man Cath o lic po si tion in these words:

The place of church au thor ity in these af fairs co mes into full view when
we con sider the ques tion as to who must de cide whether a tem po ral is -
sue is nec es sar ily con nected with the sal va tion of the soul. This com pe -
tence be longs to the church alone. It alone has the di vine mis sion to
guide a per son in “mat ters per tain ing to heaven.” Thus the church is
com pe tent to de ter mine the ex tent of its ac tual ju ris dic tion. Many have
taken the church’s com pe tence to de ter mine its own com pe tence as the
es sence of true sov er eignty. Ger man ju ris pru dence calls it Kompetenz-
 Kom petenz. Now, sov er eignty in the above sense may be as cribed to the
Ro man Cath o lic Church only. It is in this light that the ju rid i cal re la tion -
ship be tween church and state must be placed. This is not a vol un tary
co op er a tion from which the state is free to with draw or de ter mine as it
pleases. The re la tion is best ex pressed as fol lows: an “or dered bond”. . .
must ex ist be tween the church and the state, as (Pope) Leo XIII said (in
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the en cyc li cal Immortale Dei). Leo com pares this bond with the con nec -
tion be tween soul and body – a com par i son com mon among the church
fa thers.

The au thor cites from the en cyc li cal:

What ever, there fore, in things hu man is of a sa cred char ac ter, what ever
be longs, ei ther of its own na ture or by rea son of the end to which it is
di rected, to the sal va tion of souls, or to the wor ship of God, is sub ject to 
the power and judg ment of the Church.1 [132]

The au thor con cludes that “here then there is ju rid i cal au thor ity of the
Church over state in the full sense of the word.”

The rea son ing in The Glass House doc u ment cer tainly un der scores our
ob ser va tions on the Ro man Cath o lic view of the re la tion be tween church
and state. A Ro man Cath o lic so ci ety ac knowl edges only one truly sov er -
eign authority – that of the in sti tu tional church. The other spheres of life,
in clud ing the state, have only au ton omy. Al though the writer of this doc u -
ment does speak of “sov er eignty of the state” in all mat ters “which fall
out side of the religio-ethical sphere,” he quickly gives this the cor rect Ro -
man Cath o lic mean ing by re duc ing this so-called sov er eignty to au ton -
omy.

The au thor un der stands the re la tion of church and state to be anal o gous
to that of soul and body. We have seen that the Ro man Cath o lic view of
the soul and the body was Greek, not scrip tural, and that it was de ter mined 
en tirely by the Greek ground-motive of form and mat ter. The Glass House 
writer af firms this in flu ence in his state ment:

The cath o lic con cep tion of the na ture of a per son is in ti mately con nected 
with this: “the hu man soul can not be exhaustively de fined ex cept in re -
la tion to the body, to which the soul be stows life and with which it
forms a real and sub stan tial unity,” as Antonin Sertillanges says.2 Re -
demp tion, the church, the sac ra ments, and the res ur rec tion of the flesh
are closely con nected with this hu man char ac ter. To value the body, ma -
te rial things, the nat u ral, and the ra tio nal, as well as the spiritualization
of all these through grace – together these wit ness to the all-encom -
passing char ac ter of Ca thol i cism, to its won der ful har mony.

But be cause the Church of Rome no lon ger un der stood the soul in the
scrip tural sense as the re li gious root of hu man na ture, con ceiv ing it in -
stead as an ab stract com plex of tem po ral func tions, it could only view
the “soul” of tem po ral hu man so ci ety as be ing in the tem po ral in sti tu -
tional church.
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A Parallel: Faith and Philosophy
The of fi cial (that is, Thomistic) Ro man Cath o lic view of the re la tion be -
tween faith on the one hand and phi los o phy and sci ence on the other
hand par al lels the re la tion be tween state and church. In the de cades just
prior to the Sec ond World War Ro man Cath o lic schol ars were pre oc cu -
pied with the ques tion of whether there can be a Chris tian phi los o phy.
Whereas from the Au gus tin ian side of scholastic thought this ques tion
was an swered af fir ma tively on a num ber of oc ca sions, the op po site
view was dom i nant among Thomists. As [133] we have al ready seen,
Thom ism rep re sents the of fi cial Ro man Cath o lic stance.

Un like Au gus tine, Thomas de fended the “au ton omy” of nat u ral
thought with re spect to the Chris tian faith. He be lieved that phi los o phy
must pur sue its own task in de pend ently of the the ol ogy of rev e la tion. It
must pro ceed un der the “nat u ral light of rea son” alone. If we look closely,
we see that this “au ton omy” of “nat u ral” sci ence over against the light of
rev e la tion is dif fer ent in prin ci ple from the “au ton omy” de fended by mod -
ern hu man ism. Not rec og niz ing a higher light of rev e la tion, the hu man ist
be lieves that nat u ral rea son is truly sov er eign. This no tion of the “au ton -
omy of sci ence” is con trolled by the hu man is tic re li gious ground-motive
of na ture and free dom, which will be con sid ered in later chap ters. In con -
trast to the hu man is tic mo tive, the Thomistic view is rooted in the Ro man
Cath o lic ground-motive of na ture and grace.

As the Thomists pre fer to phrase it, their phi los o phy “bap tized” Ar is -
totle. That is to say, within the field of phi los o phy it ac com mo dated the
Greek thought of Ar is totle to ec cle si as ti cal dog ma. Greek thought there -
fore al ways stands un der the con trol of ec cle si as ti cal dogma, which it may 
never con tra dict. Ac cord ing to Thomas, such a con tra dic tion is not even
pos si ble if nat u ral un der stand ing rea sons purely. If con flicts do arise, they 
may be the re sult of er rors in think ing which Thomistic phi los o phy will
promptly ex pose. Hence the Thomist al ways main tains that the Ro man
Cath o lic phi los o phy of state and so ci ety can be ac cepted by all rea son able
hu man be ings in de pend ently of the Ro man Cath o lic faith.

But in re al ity mat ters are quite dif fer ent. Or tho dox scho las ti cism is
never un prej u diced with re spect to re li gion and church dogma. Phi los o -
phy is al ways de ter mined by a re li gious ground-motive with out which it
can not ex ist. Forming an in sep a ra ble unity with Ro man Cath o lic ec cle si -
as ti cal be lief, Thomistic thought is Ro man Cath o lic in ev ery re spect.
Thomistic phi los o phy is the nat u ral step ping-stone to ec cle si as ti cal faith.

Formation of Roman Catholic Political Parties
When ever Ro man Ca thol i cism pres ents a crit i cal ac count of its own
ground-motive, it will in deed rec og nize the uni ver sal scope of the an -
tith e sis es tab lished by the Chris tian re li gion. How ever, it un der stands
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this an tith e sis in the light of the re li gious ground-motive of na ture and
grace. In this light the an tith e sis is viewed as an op po si tion be tween the
apos tate prin ci ple that sev ers “na ture” from church dogma and the Ro -
man Cath o lic prin ci ple that, un der the guid ance of ec cle si as ti cal au thor -
ity, places “na ture” in the ser vice of “supranatural per fec tion.” [134]
Na ture and grace (supranature) can not be sep a rated in the Ro man Cath -
o lic con cep tion. Who ever be lieves that “nat u ral life” is “sov er eign”
stands in ir rec on cil able con flict with Ro man Ca thol i cism.

This way of char ac ter iz ing the an tith e sis also has im pli ca tions for so cial 
and po lit i cal ac tiv ity. The anon y mous au thor of The Glass House we cited 
ear lier was quite aware of this. Of course, in a truly Ro man Cath o lic coun -
try with out a mixed pop u la tion, Cath o lics have no need for a po lit i cal
party or so cial or ga ni za tions based on Ro man Cath o lic prin ci ples. But in a 
di ver si fied pop u la tion they nor mally must ac cept the an tith e sis also in the
po lit i cal and so cial ar eas. Our writer states:

One should be aware of the choice: a Ro man Cath o lic po lit i cal or ga ni za -
tion is a party whose start ing point is the proper re la tion be tween church 
and state; in other words, a party that seeks the true well-being of the
cit i zens in so far as re li gion of fers norms for it. This po lit i cal party guar -
an tees the ba sis of ev ery po lit i cal ac tiv ity. It is open to the de mands and
di rec tives of the church that it cor rect its ac tiv i ties if nec es sary. The
church has the right to de mand such cor rec tion. This party pro tects the
Cath o lics from the dan gers and con flicts they would ex pe ri ence in par -
ties based on an un ac cept able view of pol i tics, that is, in par ties where
ec cle si as ti cal au thor ity is de nied. Only a for mal rec og ni tion of ec cle si as -
ti cal au thor ity can guar an tee that the con crete po lit i cal goals of the
party, both now and in the fu ture, will agree with ex tant and fu ture dec -
la ra tions of the church.

“More over,” our au thor con tin ues, “re flec tion on ec cle si as ti cal com pe -
tence in tem po ral af fairs leads to the con clu sion that the ques tion of
whether or not a Ro man Cath o lic po lit i cal or ga ni za tion is nec es sary, can 
be come an is sue sub ject to the ju ris dic tion or moral au thor ity of the
church.” In this con nec tion one might re call the stand taken by the Ger -
man epis co pacy (dur ing the elec tions of 1929, for in stance) in sup port
of the Ro man Cath o lic Cen ter Party. The stand point of the Dutch epis -
co pacy was very sim i lar, at least be fore May 1940.1 Of di rect im por -
tance is a state ment made by Pope Pius XI (to Bishop Aengenent on 3
No vem ber 1932): “Po lit i cal unity among Cath o lics: be fore all else, af ter 
all else, above all else, and at the cost of all else. One should sac ri fice
per sonal opin ion and in sight to this unity, and count it higher than pri -
vate in ter est.”

The Great Synthesis

135

1 Shortly af ter the war the Dutch Ro man Cath o lic epis co pacy re it er ated its pref er ence
for a cath o lic party on the grounds that it safe guards cath o lic in ter ests best.



Im me di ately fol low ing the Sec ond World War, a num ber of Dutch Ro -
man Cath o lics, called the “Chris to pher Group,” joined the Dutch La bor
Party in a con scious ef fort to break through the Ro man Cath o lic an tith e sis
in the po lit i cal arena. This Group can not be con sid ered rep re sen ta tive of
[135] the of fi cial Ro man Cath o lic po si tion, as the most re cent elec tions
(1946) made abun dantly clear. More over, soon af ter the for ma tion of the
Dutch Na tional Move ment, in flu en tial Ro man Cath o lics, like pro fes sors
Sassen and Kors, warned against the post war at tempts to elim i nate the Ro -
man Cath o lic an tith e sis in the po lit i cal arena. Both strongly de fended the
in sep a ra ble unity of Ro man Cath o lic po lit i cal prac tice and the Ro man
Cath o lic worldview.

Granted, in cer tain coun tries the church may con sider the for ma tion of a 
Ro man Cath o lic Party or la bor un ion un de sir able on prag matic grounds.
In the case of Mex ico, Pope Pius XI ex plic itly de clared that Mex i can
Cath o lics should not es tab lish a party that would call it self “cath o lic” (2
Feb ru ary 1926). Once again, our anon y mous au thor re marks:

It is likely that in places where en e mies of the church are in power and
are pre pared to use their power against the church, en e mies who ac cel er -
ate the bat tle rap idly for no ap par ent rea son, a cath o lic party would only
add fuel to the flames and would there fore be in ap pro pri ate. One might
say that in an orig i nally cath o lic coun try [France is meant] which is cur -
rently anticlerical, even though still con nected with the church in many
ways, a cath o lic party would cause anticlericalism to spread and would
harm the souls of many anticlericalists over whom the church con tin ues
to watch. One could also ar gue that in a coun try with only slight antipa -
p al ism a cath o lic party might well trig ger the pro mo tion of antipapal ism, 
a det ri ment that would be the more se ri ous if the cath o lic party were to
end up hav ing lit tle power...On these and sim i lar grounds one must con -
clude that a po lit i cal party is in ap pro pri ate in Mex ico and per haps also
in France or Eng land.

But the same au thor cor rectly de fends the the sis that “a cath o lic party is
in prin ci ple the right op tion wher ever the state does not rec og nize ec cle -
si as ti cal au thor ity.”

The Chris to pher Group, whose ad her ents come largely from the south -
ern Ro man Cath o lic prov inces of the Neth er lands, were per haps tempted
by the an tic i pa tion of re al iz ing the ideal of a Ro man Cath o lic so ci ety, a so -
ci ety not re al iz able in the Dutch na tion. I take it that they will be come
more re al is tic when they dis cover that they acted on the ba sis of a non ex -
is tent sit u a tion and that they alien ated them selves from the ma jor ity of
their Ro man Cath o lic coun ter parts. It is not even cer tain whether the Ro -
man Cath o lic Party will join the La bor Party in the for ma tion of a co ali -
tion cab i net. I am sure of this: if such a co ali tion is formed – and in deed the 
weak ened po si tion of the La bor Party has cre ated new pos si bil i ties for the
Ro man Cath o lics – it will be pos si ble only un der Ro man Cath o lic lead er -
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ship. In that event the La bor Party will be in a [136] po si tion only to play
sec ond fid dle, merely ac com pa ny ing the tune set by the Ro man Cath o lic
Peo ples Party.1

Dis in te gra tion of the Syn the sis

The ground-motive of na ture and grace con tained the seeds of a “re li -
gious di a lec tic.” That is, from the out set the Chris tian mo tive of grace
and the con cep tion of “na ture,” which was ori ented to the Greek re li -
gious ground-motive, stood in ir rec on cil able op po si tion and ten sion.
Wher ever it had the op por tu nity to have an im pact, this real re li gious
ten sion drove life and thought from one pole to the other. On the one
hand, the dan ger arose that the na ture mo tive would over run the mo tive
of grace by sum mon ing the mys ter ies of grace be fore the court of nat u -
ral rea son. On the other hand, there was the con stant temp ta tion of mys -
ti cism which at tempted to es cape “sin ful na ture” in a mys ti cal ex pe ri -
ence of supranatural grace and thus in ev i ta bly led to as cet i cism and
world flight. Finally, there was the con stant threat that ev ery con nec tion 
be tween na ture and grace would be sys tem at i cally cut off in such a way
that any point of con tact be tween them would be de nied. In the lat ter
case peo ple found them selves strad dling an open split be tween “nat u ral
life” and the Chris tian re li gion, but wanted to ac cept both in com plete
in de pend ence of each other.

Only the doc trinal au thor ity of the Ro man Cath o lic Church was in a po -
si tion to main tain the ap par ent syn the sis be tween the Greek and Chris tian
ground-motives. Time and again the church in ter vened by of fi cially con -
demn ing the “her e sies” that arose out of the po lar ten sions within the
dualistic ground-motive of na ture and grace.

William of Ockham: Herald of a New Age

Dur ing the lat ter part of the Mid dle Ages (the four teenth cen tury), when 
the dom i nant po si tion of the church in cul ture be gan to erode on all
sides, a move ment arose within scho las ti cism that broke rad i cally with
the ec cle si as ti cal syn the sis. This turn of events an nounced the be gin ning 
of the “mod ern pe riod.” The leader of this move ment was the Brit ish
Fran cis can Wil liam of Ockham [c. 1280-1349]. Ockham, a bril liant
monk, [137] mer ci lessly laid bare the in ner du al ism of the Ro man Cath -
o lic ground-motive, de ny ing that there was any point of con tact be -
tween the realm of na ture and the realm of grace. He was keenly aware
that the Greek view of na ture fla grantly con tra dicted the scrip tural mo -
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tive of cre ation. Thomas Aqui nas had main tained that the nat u ral or di -
nances were grounded in di vine “rea son.” For him they were eter nal
“forms” in the mind of God, in ac cor dance with which God had shaped
“mat ter.” Ockham, how ever, re jected this en tire po si tion. In tu itively he
knew that Thomas’s es sen tially Greek pic ture could not be rec on ciled
with the con fes sion of a sov er eign Creator. How ever, in or der to break
with the Greek de i fi ca tion of rea son he ended up in an other ex treme. He 
in ter preted the will of the di vine Creator as des potic ar bi trari ness, or po -
tes tas absoluta (ab so lute, free power).

In Greek fash ion Thomas had iden ti fied the decalogue (The Ten Com -
mand ments) with a nat u ral, moral law rooted im mu ta bly in the ra tio nal
na ture of hu man kind and in di vine rea son. For this rea son Thomas held
that the decalogue could be known apart from rev e la tion by means of the
nat u ral light of rea son. But for Ockham, the decalogue did not have a ra -
tio nal ba sis. It was the gift of an ar bi trary God, a God who was bound to
noth ing. God could eas ily have or dered the op po site. Ockham be lieved
that the Chris tian must obey the laws of God for the sim ple rea son that
God es tab lished these laws and not oth ers. The Chris tian could not “cal cu -
late” God’s sov er eign will, for the law was merely the re sult of God’s un -
lim ited ar bi trari ness. In the realm of “na ture” the Chris tian must blindly
obey; in the realm of the supranatural truths of grace one must, with out
ques tion, ac cept the dogma of the church.

Ockham aban doned ev ery thought of a “nat u ral prep a ra tion” for ec cle -
si as ti cal faith through “nat u ral knowl edge.” Like wise, he re jected the idea 
that the church is com pe tent to give supranatural guid ance in nat u ral life.
He did not ac knowl edge, for in stance, that sci ence is sub or di nate to ec cle -
si as ti cal be lief. Nei ther did he be lieve that the tem po ral au thor i ties are
sub or di nate to the pope with re spect to the ex pli ca tion of nat u ral mo ral ity.
In prin ci ple he re jected the Ro man Cath o lic view of a “Chris tian so ci ety”;
stand ing en tirely in de pend ent of the church, sec u lar gov ern ment in his
view was in deed “sov er eign.”

In short, we may say that Ockham de prived the law of its in trin sic value. 
Founded in an in cal cu la ble, ar bi trary God who is bound to noth ing, the
law only held for the sin ful realm of na ture. For Ockham, one is never cer -
tain that God’s will would not change un der dif fer ent cir cum stances. Rad -
i cally de ny ing that any point of con tact be tween na ture and grace ex isted,
he re jected the of fi cial Ro man Cath o lic view of [138] hu man so ci ety, to -
gether with its sub or di na tion of the nat u ral to the supranatural and of the
state to the church.

The at tempts of Pope John XXII to sti fle the spir i tual move ment led by
Ockham were in vain. The pope’s po si tion was very weak; hav ing been
forced to flee from Rome, he de pended greatly on the king of France dur -
ing his ex ile at Avignon. But above all, a new pe riod in his tory an nounced
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it self at this time – a pe riod that sig ni fied the end of me di eval, ec cle si as ti -
cal cul ture. Ockham’s cri tique con vinced many that the Ro man Cath o lic
syn the sis be tween the Greek view of na ture and the Chris tian re li gion had
been per ma nently de stroyed. The fu ture pre sented only two op tions: one
could ei ther re turn to the scrip tural ground-motive of the Chris tian re li -
gion or, in line with the new mo tive of na ture sev ered from the faith of the
church, es tab lish a mod ern view of life con cen trated on the re li gion of hu -
man per son al ity. The first path led to the Ref or ma tion; the sec ond path led 
to mod ern hu man ism. In both move ments af ter ef fects of the Ro man Cath -
o lic mo tive of na ture and grace con tin ued to be felt for a long time.

In or der to gain a proper in sight into the spir i tual sit u a tion of con tem po -
rary Prot es tant ism, it is ex tremely im por tant to trace the af ter ef fects of the
Ro man Cath o lic ground-motive. In do ing this, we will fo cus our at ten tion
es pe cially on the var i ous con cep tions con cern ing the re la tion be tween
“church” and “world” in Protestant cir cles. We will be es pe cially in ter -
ested in “Barthianism,” so widely in flu en tial to day. And, with re spect to
our over rid ing theme, we must take note of the re sis tance against the “an -
tith e sis” in the nat u ral realm of sci ence, pol i tics, and so cial ac tion. This
we will at tempt to do in the fol low ing sub sec tions.

Law and Gospel in Luther
The pre vi ous sub sec tion showed how the re li gious ground- motive of na -
ture and grace held the Chris tian mind in a po lar ten sion. Near the end
of the mid dle ages this ten sion ul ti mately led to Ockham’s com plete
sep a ra tion of “nat u ral life” from the “Chris tian life” of grace. Prac ti cally 
speak ing, the school of Ockham drove a wedge be tween cre ation and re -
demp tion in Je sus Christ. We have seen that this had hap pened ear lier,
in the first cen tu ries of the Chris tian church, when the Greek and near-
 eastern dualistic ground-motives be gan to over power the Chris tian mo -
tive. One could de tect this not only in Gnosticism but also in Marcion
[sec ond cen tury A.D.] as well as in the Greek church fa thers.

Al though un der stood in the Greek sense, “nat u ral life” within the
frame work of na ture and grace did re fer to God’s work of cre ation. The
cre ation or di nances thus be longed to the realm of na ture. As we saw [139]
above, Ockham de prived these or di nances of their in trin sic worth. For
him the law pro ceeded from a di vine ar bi trari ness that could change its de -
mands at any mo ment.

Lu ther (1483-1546), the great re former, had been ed u cated in
Ockham’s cir cle dur ing his stay at the Erfurt mon as tery. He him self de -
clared: “I am of Ockham’s school.” Un der Ockham’s in flu ence the re li -
gious ground-mo tive of na ture and grace con tin ued to per me ate Lu ther’s
life and thought. Of course, this did not hap pen in the same way in which
this ground-mo tive was con ceived within the Ro man Cath o lic church.
The Church of Rome re jected a di vi sion of na ture and grace, con sid er ing
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the for mer a lower por tal to the lat ter. Rather, Lu ther was in flu enced by
Ockham’s dualistic con cep tion which pos ited a sharp di vide be tween
“nat u ral” life and “supranatural” Chris tian life. For Lu ther, this con flict
be tween the na ture mo tive and the grace mo tive ex pressed it self as the op -
po si tion be tween law and gos pel.

To un der stand this po lar ity in Lu ther’s thought, which to day plays a
cen tral role in Karl Barth and his fol low ers, we must note that Lu ther re -
turned to a con fes sion which had been re jected by Ro man Ca thol i cism:
the con fes sion of the radicality of the fall. But within the na ture-grace
ground-motive, jus tice could not be done to this truly scrip tural teach ing.
The mo ment it be came em bed ded in an in ter nally split re li gious frame -
work, it could not do jus tice to the mean ing of cre ation. In Lu ther’s
thought this short com ing man i fested it self in his view of the law. He de -
pre ci ated law as the or der for “sin ful na ture” and thus be gan to view “law” 
in terms of a re li gious an tith e sis to “evan gel i cal grace.” It might seem that
this con trast is iden ti cal with the con trast made by the apos tle Paul in his
teach ing on the re la tion of law to grace in Je sus Christ. Paul ex pressly pro -
claimed that one is jus ti fied by faith alone, not by the works of the law.
Actually, how ever, Paul’s state ments do not har mo nize in the least with
Lu ther’s op po si tion be tween law and gos pel. Paul al ways calls God’s law
holy and good. But he wants to em pha size strongly that fallen hu man kind
can not ful fill the law and thus can live only by the grace of God.

Un der Ockham’s in flu ence, how ever, Lu ther robbed the law it self, as
creational or di nance, of its in trin sic value. For him the law was harsh and
rigid and as such in in ner con tra dic tion to the love com mand ment of the
gos pel. He main tained that Chris tians, in their life of love that flows from
grace, have noth ing to do with the de mands of the law. Chris tians stood
above the law. Yet, as long as Chris tians still ex isted in this “vale of tears”
they were re quired to ad just them selves to the rigid frame of law, seek ing
to soften it by per me at ing it as much as pos si ble with Chris tian love in
their re la tion to their fel low hu man be ings.

How ever, the an tag o nism be tween law and gos pel re mains in this line
of thought. It is true that Lu ther spoke of the law as the “task mas ter [140]
of Christ” and that he thus granted it some value, but in truly Chris tian life 
the law re mained the counter force to Chris tian love. It needed to be bro -
ken from within. For Lu ther the Chris tian is free not only from the judg -
ment of the law, which sin brought upon us, but in the life of grace the
Chris tian is free from the law it self, stand ing en tirely above the law.

This view of law was cer tainly not scrip tural and re sulted in ques tion -
able con clu sions. In Lu ther’s thought the scrip tural cre ation mo tive re -
cedes be hind the mo tive of fall and re demp tion. He did not ac knowl edge a 
sin gle link be tween na ture, taken with its law ful or di nances, and the grace
of the gos pel. Na ture, which was “rad i cally de praved,” had to make way
for grace. Re demp tion sig ni fied the death of na ture rather than its fun da -
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men tal re birth. From the ground-mo tive of Ro man Ca thol i cism Lu ther
there fore ar gued for “na ture” to be “swal lowed-up” by “grace.”

But be cause of his du al ism, Lu ther could not con clude that the Chris tian 
ought to flee from the world. He be lieved that it was God’s will that Chris -
tians sub ject them selves to the or di nances of earthly life. Chris tians had to 
serve God also in their worldly call ing and of fice. No one op posed mo nas -
tic life more ve he mently than Lu ther. Still, no where in Lu ther do we find
an in trin sic point of con tact be tween the Chris tian re li gion and earthly
life. Both stood within an acute di a lec ti cal ten sion be tween the realm of
evan gel i cal free dom and the realm of the law. Lu ther even con trasted
God’s will as the Cre ator, who places a per son amidst the nat u ral or di -
nances, with God’s will as the Re deemer, who frees a per son from the law. 
His view of tem po ral re al ity was not in trin si cally re formed by the scrip -
tural ground-mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion. When in our day Karl Barth
de nies ev ery point of con tact be tween na ture and grace, we face the im -
pact of Lu ther’s op po si tion be tween law and gos pel.

Birth of Protestant Scholasticism
We have seen how the re li gious ground-mo tive of na ture and grace in -
flu enced Lu ther in his op po si tion of law and gos pel. For him law was
the do main of “sin ful na ture” while evan gel i cal free dom be longed to the 
realm of “grace.” By view ing “na ture” en tirely in the light of sin, Lu -
ther’s thought com pletely sup pressed the bib li cal cre ation mo tive. The
view of tem po ral life was not sub jected to an in ner ref or ma tion by the
spir i tual mo tive-power of the bib li cal ground-mo tive.

Lu ther re mained within the scho las tic tra di tion by con sid er ing rea son
[Vernunft] the sole guide in the realm of na ture. Un like Ro man Ca thol i -
cism, how ever, he did not ac knowl edge a con nec tion be tween nat u ral rea -
son and the rev e la tion of God’s Word. “The whore rea son” [Die Hure
Vernunft] had to ca pit u late when ever one de sired to un der stand the voice
of the gos pel. With re spect to the truths of faith, rea son was hope lessly
blind. But in mat ters of sec u lar gov ern ment, jus tice, and so cial or der a
per son pos sessed only the light of rea son. It was Ockham’s rig or ous du al -
ism that sus tained Lu ther’s sep a ra tion of nat u ral rea son and the Chris tian
re li gion.

Clearly, in prin ci ple Lu ther had not sev ered him self from the dualistic
[141] ground-mo tive. For ex am ple, the great re former ex pressed no more
in ter est in “pro fane sci ence” than his scho las tic tu tor Ockham. Al though
he fumed against Ar is totle and pa gan phi los o phy in gen eral, he did not
point the way to ward an in ner ref or ma tion of thought. From his dualistic
start ing point he did not see that hu man think ing arises from the re li gious
root of life and that it is there fore al ways con trolled by a re li gious
ground- motive. Sim i larly, even his new in sight into our call ing in the
world was in fected by the dualistic ground-mo tive. To be sure, his idea
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that ev ery pro fes sion rests upon a di vine call ing was thor oughly in line
with the bib li cal thrust of the Ref or ma tion. And Lu ther cer tainly broke
with the Ro man Cath o lic view that mo nas tic life had a higher value than
worldly life. How ever, for Lu ther worldly life be longed ex clu sively to the 
realm of law and stood in an in ner ten sion with the gos pel of love.

But no where was the na ture-grace dualism ex pressed more clearly than
in Lu ther’s view of the church. Lu ther was rel a tively in dif fer ent to the
tem po ral or ga ni za tion of the church, be liev ing that wher ever the Word
and the sac ra ment were found the church was pres ent. He did not grant the 
church its own ex clu sive, in ter nal le gal sphere of com pe tence. Law and
or di nance, ac cord ing to him, re mained “worldly af fairs” guided only by
“nat u ral rea son.” He did not, for in stance, see an in ner con nec tion be -
tween the typ i cal qual i fi ca tion of the in sti tu tional church as a com mu nity
of faith and its in her ently ec cle si as ti cal le gal or der. What was just be -
longed to the sphere of the law, to “sin ful na ture.” Only proc la ma tion of
the Word and the ad min is tra tion of the sac ra ments be longed to the realm
of grace. Thus it was rel a tively easy for Lu ther to leave the ju rid i cal or ga -
ni za tion of the church to the worldly mag is trate [landsheer] even if this
del e ga tion of authority were only “of ne ces sity.” Ever since, “re gional
churches” [landskerken] have been a typ i cal char ac ter is tic of Lu theran
coun tries.

The pe cu liar di a lec tic of the na ture-grace ground-motive led Lu ther’s
learned friend and co-worker Melanchthon [1497-1560] to at tempt a new
syn the sis be tween the Chris tian re li gion and the spirit of Greek cul ture. 

Un like Lu ther, Melanchthon was trained in the lit er ary hu man ism of his 
time. He had a great love for clas si cal, Greco-Roman an tiq uity. Be cause
of his ef forts to adapt Greco-Roman thought to the Lu theran ar ti cles of
faith, the form-matter mo tive of Greek phi los o phy soon dom i nated the
Protestant view of na ture. Since Lu ther was ba si cally in dif fer ent to phi -
los o phy, the Greek ground-motive had tem po rarily lost its prom i nence;
with Melanchthon, how ever, it re gained its claim on the [142] view of
tem po ral life and on the view of the re la tion be tween soul and body.
Melanchthon be came the fa ther of Protestant scho las ti cism which even
to day op poses the truly bib li cal ap proach in sci en tific thought with the un -
bend ing re sis tance of an age-old tra di tion.

Thus the in her ent di a lec tic of the un scrip tural na ture-grace ground-mo -
tive also in fil trated the Protestant mind. How ever, there was no pope who
could main tain the new syn the sis by means of of fi cial ver dicts and de -
crees, and soon the un scrip tural na ture mo tive was filled with the new re li -
gious con tent of mod ern hu man ism, sec u lar iz ing and ab sorb ing the mo -
tive of grace.
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Dialectical Theology

It is against the back ground of the de vel op ment of the na ture-grace
ground-motive in the Protestant world of thought that the so-called di a -
lec ti cal the ol ogy of Karl Barth [1886-1968] and his ini tial co-workers
(Emil Brun ner, Gogarten, and oth ers) must be un der stood. Di a lec ti cal
the ol ogy sharply op poses the re li gious an tith e sis in the area of worldly
life, re ject ing the idea of Chris tian pol i tics, of a Chris tian po lit i cal party, 
of a Chris tian la bor or ga ni za tion, and of Chris tian schol ar ship.

This new theo log i cal move ment arose in Swit zer land shortly af ter the
first world war. Its ad her ents for sook the mod ern hu man ism that had pen -
e trated Ger man and Swiss the ol ogy, hav ing ex pe ri enced the shock ing in -
ner de cay of this hu man ism be tween the two wars. In har mony with the
six teenth cen tury re form ers, di a lec ti cal the ol ogy seeks to press the in com -
men su ra ble claim of God’s Word against the ar ro gance of hu man ism. It is
antihumanistic in the full sense of the word.

Nev er the less, di a lec ti cal the ol ogy sus tains it self on the di a lec ti cal, un -
scrip tural ground-motive of na ture and grace. More over, the spir i tual
force of the hu man is tic ground-motive is clearly at work in the view of na -
ture de fended by Barth and his im me di ate fol low ers. They un der stand na -
ture not in the scho las tic-Aristotelian sense but in the mod ern hu man is tic
sense.

Prior to 1933, when na tional so cial ism came to power in Ger many,
Barth and his school ad vo cated a rad i cal du al ism be tween na ture and
grace. Like Lu ther, they iden ti fied na ture (con ceived hu man is ti cally) with 
sin. They sep a rated na ture ab so lutely from the Word of God, which they
un der stood as the “wholly Other” [ganz Andere]. Their fun da men tal de -
pre ci a tion of na ture tes ti fied to the antihumanistic ten dency of this the ol -
ogy. Cast ing the scrip tural cre ation mo tive aside, they could not even hint
at “points of con tact” be tween na ture and grace. How ever, they left the in -
ner di a lec tic of this dualistic ground-motive un checked, and deep di vi -
sions soon arose within the cir cle of di a lec ti cal the ol ogy.

Briefly, let us con sider the his tor i cal con text be hind the de vel op ment
[143] of di a lec ti cal the ol ogy. In the pre ced ing chap ters we have dis cussed
at some length three of the four re li gious ground-motives that have dom i -
nated the de vel op ment of west ern cul ture: the Greek mo tive of form and
mat ter; the Chris tian mo tive of cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je -
sus Christ; and fi nally the mo tive of na ture and grace in tro duced by Ro -
man Ca thol i cism. We saw that these ground-motives are the hid den, cen -
tral forces that have lent a sus tained di rec tion to the his tor i cal de vel op -
ment of the West up to this day. As gen u inely re li gious com mu nity mo -
tives, they have con trolled the life and thought of West erners in all ar eas
of life, in clud ing those of state and so ci ety.
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We also saw that the Ro man Cath o lic mo tive of na ture and grace had
seem ingly bridged the rad i cal an tith e sis and the ir rec on cil able con trast
be tween the pa gan ground-motive of Greek cul ture and the
ground-motive of the Chris tian re li gion. Ro man Ca thol i cism con ceived of 
na ture in the Greek sense; na ture was a cos mos com posed of form less,
chang ing mat ter and of a form that de ter mined the im mu ta ble es sence of
things. Hu man na ture also was viewed as a com po si tion of form and mat -
ter; a per son’s “mat ter” was the mor tal, ma te rial body (sub ject to the
stream of be com ing and de cay), and that a per son’s “form” was the im per -
ish able, im mor tal, ra tio nal soul, which was char ac ter ized by the ac tiv ity
of thought. For Ro man Ca thol i cism a supranatural sphere of grace, which
was cen tered in the in sti tu tional church, stood above this sphere of na ture.
Na ture formed the in de pend ent ba sis and pre lude to grace. Ca thol i cism
adapted the church’s teach ing on cre ation to the Greek view of na ture,
which it self was entriely per me ated by the pa gan re li gious ground-motive
of form and mat ter. When we ex posed the true re li gious mean ing of the
Greek ground-motive, we dem on strated that the ad ap ta tion and rec on cil i -
a tion were only ap par ent.

We be gan by es tab lish ing that the form-matter mo tive orig i nated in an
ir rec on cil able con flict within Greek re li gious con scious ness be tween the
older re li gions of life and the newer cul ture re li gion of the Olympian
world. The for mer rested on a de i fi ca tion of the “stream of life,” the
stream that arose from “mother earth.” Al though the life stream was with -
out shape or form, what ever pos sessed in di vid ual form and fig ure arose
from it and was sub ject to de cay. Death was the con se quence of fate, the
blind and cruel Anangke or Moira. The life stream it self was eter nal. Un -
ceas ingly it cre ated new forms from the dead, forms that in turn had to
make room for oth ers.

By con trast, the later re li gion of cul ture was based on a de i fi ca tion of
Greek cul tural forms. The new Olympian gods were not form less; they
took on per sonal form and fig ure. Leaving mother earth, they were en -
throned on Mount Olym pus, the home of the gods. They stood far [144]
re moved from the eter nally flow ing stream of be com ing and de cay. They
were im mor tal; their form and shape stood above this earth and, al though
they were in vis i ble to the eye of sense, they were full of light and glory.
But the Olympian gods were only de i fied cul tural forces. They had no
power over Anangke, the blind fate of death. Anangke re mained the self-
 determining an tag o nist of the de i ties of cul ture. The cul ture re li gion,
there fore, was able to gain of fi cial sta tus only in the Greek city-state; in
pri vate life the Greeks re mained faith ful to the old re li gion of life with its
fo cus on the prob lems of life and death.

Har boring the pro found con flict be tween these two re li gions, the re li -
gious ground-motive of form and mat ter was thor oughly dualistic. It was
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ut terly in com pat i ble with the cre ation mo tive of the Word of God, in
which God re veals him self as the ab so lute origin and creator of all things.

The Ro man Cath o lic at tempt to bridge the Greek and Chris tian
ground- motives cre ated a new re li gious du al ism. The Greek con cep tion of 
na ture and the Chris tian teach ing of grace were placed over against each
other in di a lec ti cal ten sion. Only pa pal au thor ity could pre serve the ar ti fi -
cial syn the sis be tween these in her ently an tag o nis tic ground- motives. The
Ref or ma tion lim ited this pa pal au thor ity. Thus, to the ex tent that the
ground- motive of na ture and grace per me ated the Ref or ma tion move -
ment, its in ner di a lec tic could un fold it self freely. Hence in the de bates
con cern ing the re la tion be tween na ture and grace within Prot es tant ism,
we note the rise of theo log i cal trends which de nied any point of con tact
be tween “nat u ral life” and di vine grace in Je sus Christ.

In re cent years this ten sion has grown more ex treme in the di a lec ti cal
the ol ogy of Karl Barth who, in his de bates with his for mer ally Emil Brun -
ner [1889-1966], ex plic itly re jected ev ery point of con tact be tween the
Chris tian faith and nat u ral life. It is said that Barth re pu di ated the idea of
Chris tian cul ture. Many feel that Barth, hav ing ab so lutely sep a rated na -
ture and grace, mor tally wounded the Ro man Cath o lic syn the sis. In truth,
how ever, di a lec ti cal the ol ogy in its re li gious ground-motive re mained
closely re lated to Ro man Ca thol i cism. His torically speak ing, one might
say that the Ro man Cath o lic Church had taken re venge on the Ref or ma -
tion by way of the con tin ued im pact of its di a lec ti cal ground-motive
within Prot es tant ism. For this mo tive had a “uni fy ing” ef fect only as long
as the Ro man Cath o lic idea of the church, with its cen tral pa pal au thor ity,
was ac cepted. With the re jec tion of the pa pacy, the ar ti fi cial syn the sis
could not re main in tact be cause of the ten sion within the ground-motive.
The Ref or ma tion fragmented into a dis con nected di ver sity of di rec tions,
each iden ti fi able by its par tic u lar view of the re la tion of “na ture” and
“grace.” It was not the scrip tural ground- motive of cre ation, [145] fall,
and re demp tion that led to this di vi sion within the Ref or ma tion but the
con tin ual in flu ence of the di a lec ti cal ground- motive of Ro man Ca thol i -
cism.

Di a lec ti cal the ol ogy had of course sev ered it self from the Greek and
scholastic con cep tion of na ture. By in cor po rat ing the new hu man is tic
view of na ture in its di a lec ti cal ten sion with the hu man is tic view of free -
dom, di a lec ti cal theology evinced that it was in flu enced by humanism.
Here the dif fer ence also be comes ap par ent. Whereas the Ro man Cath o lic
Church ac cepted the Greek view of na ture in a pos i tive sense by at tempt -
ing a rec on cil i a tion with the Chris tian cre ation mo tive, Barth al lowed the
cre ation mo tive to re cede from sight, sac ri fic ing it to the mo tives of fall
and re demp tion in Je sus Christ. The great mas ter of di a lec ti cal the ol ogy
had no use at all for cre ation or di nances that might serve as guide lines in
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our “nat u ral life.” Ac cord ing to Barth the fall cor rupted “na ture” so thor -
oughly that the knowl edge of the cre ation or di nances was com pletely
lost.

Brun ner was of a dif fer ent mind on this point. He be lieved that the cre -
ation or di nances were valid as ex pres sions of “com mon grace.” At the
same time, how ever, he de pre ci ated these or di nances by plac ing them in a
di a lec ti cal po lar ity with the di vine love com mand ment which he un der -
stood as the “de mand of the hour” [Gebot der Stunde]. Be cause of their
gen eral char ac ter, the cre ation or di nances are cold and love less. They
form the realm of the law which stands in di a lec ti cal op po si tion to the
free dom of the gos pel in Je sus Christ who was free from the law. In Brun -
ner too one clearly sees the con tin u a tion of the Lu theran con trast be tween
law and gos pel. This con trast is merely a dif fer ent ex pres sion of the di a -
lec ti cal op po si tion be tween na ture and grace which in this form – gos pel
vs. law – had made its first ap pear ance in late-medieval scho las ti cism.

For Brun ner the law, the cold and rigid frame work in which God con -
fines sin ful “na ture,” must re ally be bro ken through by the evan gel i cal
com mand ment of love. This com mand ment knows no gen eral rule and is
valid only in and for the mo ment. For ex am ple, marriage – a cre ation
ordinance – cannot be dis solved; but the com mand of love can break
through this rigid, gen eral struc ture as the “de mand of the hour.” Brun ner
held that God is in deed the au thor of the cre ation or der, but as “law” the
cre ation or der is not the au then tic will of God, which man i fests it self only
in the evan gel i cal love com mand ment.

Thus it is still the same ground-motive of na ture and grace which
brought di vi sion even within the camp of di a lec ti cal the ol ogy. In Barth -
ian ism it led to such a rig or ous du al ism that the scrip tural ground- motive,
the dy namic power of the Chris tian life in this world, was cut off at its
root. Chris tian schol ar ship, Chris tian po lit i cal life, Chris tian art, [146]
Chris tian so cial action – Barth, and to a lesser de gree Brun ner, con sid ered
them im pos si ble. In their eyes, such ef forts com pro mise the very name of
Christ and ex press the syn the sis scheme of Rome which pro ceeds from a
hi er ar chic con ti nu ity be tween na ture and grace.

In its re li gious root, di a lec ti cal the ol ogy per sis tently dem on strates the
in her ent di a lec tic of the Ro man Cath o lic ground-motive in a mod ern way. 
The na ture mo tive of di a lec ti cal the ol ogy em braces the hu man ist view of
re al ity, and this view is im me di ately brought into “cri sis” be cause it ex -
presses a per son’s “sin ful na ture.” The “Word of God,” wholly uni lat er -
ally, lashes into this “self-determining na ture” like a light ning flash,
bring ing all of life, in clud ing so-called “Chris tian cul ture,” into a cri sis
un der the di vine judg ment. Barth did not see any con nec tion what so ever
be tween nat u ral life as one knows it and cre ation. For him nat u ral life must 
be viewed ex clu sively in terms of the fall. Al though Brun ner ad mit ted that 
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a con nec tion ex ists be tween them, he too de pre ci ated cre ation. With out a
doubt, an un mis tak able Gnos tic ten dency as serted it self in di a lec ti cal the -
ol ogy. Di a lec ti cal the ol ogy drove a wedge into the ground-motive of
Scrip ture, di vid ing cre ation and re demp tion and sep a rat ing God’s will as
the Creator from God’s will as the Redeemer.

Since di a lec ti cal the ol ogy in cor po rated both the Ro man Cath o lic and
the mod ern hu man is tic ground-motives (the sec ond within the frame work 
of the first), it is nec es sary that we ex plore in de tail the hu man is tic
ground-motive of na ture and free dom. We will trace the di a lec ti cal de vel -
op ment of the mod ern ground-motive from its in cep tion to the pres ent
day. In this way we hope to pro vide a thor ough pic ture of the great spir i -
tual move ment of hu man ism. [147]
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Chapter 6

Clas si cal Hu man ism
The fourth re li gious ground-motive to gain hold of west ern cul ture was
that of na ture and free dom. In tro duced into the his tor i cal de vel op ment
of the West by the great hu man is tic spir i tual move ment of the mod ern
pe riod, this mo tive grad u ally ac quired un dis puted lead er ship that lasted
un til the end of the nine teenth cen tury. At that time hu man ism it self be -
gan to ex pe ri ence a fun da men tal spir i tual cri sis while the pow ers of the
Ref or ma tion and of Ro man Ca thol i cism freed them selves from the sub -
strata of cul ture and re newed their par tic i pa tion in the great spir i tual
strug gle for the fu ture of west ern civ i li za tion. To day antihumanistic and 
anti-Christian forces have joined the con flict, the out come of which we
can not yet pre dict.

It is hu man ism that first de mands our at ten tion. Par tic u larly since the
Ger man oc cu pa tion of Hol land the re la tion ship of hu man ism to Chris tian -
ity has been a cru cial ques tion. How must we un der stand hu man ism’s re li -
gious ground-motive of na ture and free dom? Against what back ground
did hu man ism arise, and how did it de velop? What led to its cur rent cri sis? 
These are fun da men tal ques tions which we shall at tempt to an swer.

The Ground-Motive of Na ture and Free dom

We saw ear lier that Ro man Ca thol i cism un der went a se vere cri sis at the
close of the Mid dle Ages. The power po si tion of the church, which em -
braced the whole of me di eval so ci ety, be gan to fall apart. One life [148] 
sphere af ter an other wrested it self loose from the church’s power.
Rooted in the ground-motive of na ture and grace, ec cle si as ti cally uni -
fied cul ture be gan to dis in te grate. In short, nu mer ous in di ca tions
pointed clearly to the dawn ing of a new age.

In this crit i cal pe riod a move ment arose within late-medieval scho las ti -
cism that frac tured the church’s ar ti fi cial syn the sis be tween the Greek
view of na ture and the Chris tian re li gion. This proved to be of de ci sive
sig nif i cance for the mod ern pe riod. Denying any point of con tact be tween
na ture and grace, this move ment ex posed the deep rift be tween the Chris -
tian re li gion and the Greek view of na ture. West ern cul ture seemed pre -
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sented with two op tions: it could ei ther pur sue the “nat u ral” di rec tion
which ul ti mately would lead to a com plete eman ci pa tion of a per son from
the faith of the church, or re turn to the pure ground-motive of Scrip ture,
namely, cre ation, fall, and re demp tion through Je sus Christ. The Re nais -
sance move ment, the early fore run ner of hu man ism, fol lowed the first
path; with vary ing con sis tency, the Ref or ma tion fol lowed the sec ond.

The Re nais sance was ba si cally con cerned with a “re birth” of hu man -
kind in an ex clu sively nat u ral sense. The “new age” that dawned re quired
a “new peo ple” who would take their fate into their own hands and would
no lon ger be faith fully de voted to the au thor i ties. This is the ideal of the
risorgimento, the ideal of re birth in the sense of the Re nais sance. Re birth
was to oc cur through a re vi tal ized par tic i pa tion in Greco-Roman cul ture,
freed from the dam age it had in curred in its ac com mo da tion to Chris tian -
ity. But the Re nais sance did not re turn to the orig i nal Greek re li gious
ground-motive. The deep est re li gious root of the Re nais sance move ment
was the hu man is tic re li gion of hu man per son al ity in its free dom (from ev -
ery faith that claims al le giance) and in its au ton omy (that is, the pre ten sion 
that hu man per son al ity is a law unto it self).

From the be gin ning the Re nais sance re vealed the in ev i ta ble con flicts
be tween the Chris tian re li gion and the nat u ral re li gion of hu man per son al -
ity. For in stance, the Ital ian Niccolo Machiavelli [1469-1527] was a fierce 
ad ver sary of Chris tian ity. The Chris tian mes sage that one should love
one’s en emy con tra dicted hu man virtu, hu man ini tia tive and her o ism.
Virtu ex pressed the ideal of the he roic Re nais sance per son who could
make Fortuna, blind for tune, serve his or her own ends.

How ever, hu man ism did not re veal it self in its first rep re sen ta tives in
terms of these anti-Christian ten den cies. Men like Eras mus [1466-1536],
Rodolphus Agricola [1443 or 1444-1485], and Hugo Grotius [1583-1645] 
rep re sented a “bib li cal hu man ism”; along with their ad mi ra tion for the
Greek and Ro man clas sics they also pleaded for a free study and ex e ge sis
of Scrip ture. They cer tainly did not at tack the abid ing doc trines of the
[149] Chris tian faith. To all ap pear ances their sharp crit i cism of me di eval
scho las ti cism was in tended as a re turn to the sim ple teach ings of the gos -
pel, and they greatly ad mired the church fa thers, many of whom, af ter all,
had also been steeped in clas si cal cul ture.

But a more care ful ex am i na tion re veals that the real spir i tual force be -
hind “bib li cal hu man ism” was not the ground-motive of the Chris tian re li -
gion. The bib li cal hu man ists viewed the Chris tian re li gion more as a
moral code than as the re vealed path of sal va tion for a hu man race lost in
sin and spir i tual death. Al ready among them the dig nity of hu man per son -
al ity stood at the cen ter of re li gious at ten tion. When Eras mus, who re -
mained a Ro man Cath o lic, de fended the moral free dom of the hu man will
against Lu ther, his civ i lized and dis pas sion ate ar gu ment must have com -
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pared fa vor ably with Lu ther’s heated prose which ex pressed the ba sic
con vic tions of the lat ter’s faith. But Eras mus lacked the pro found Chris -
tian ear nest ness that moved the Ger man Re former. Hu man ism be gan to
re veal its true in ten tions even be fore its eman ci pa tion from the au thor ity
of Scrip ture was com plete.

The new mo tive of free dom was in sep a ra bly linked to a new view of na -
ture. As we saw ear lier, in the Greek view of hu man na ture the mys te ri ous
mat ter mo tive with its stress on in ex o ra ble fate had been the con tin u ous
and tragic counter force to the op ti mis tic form mo tive which em pha sized
the good and the beau ti ful in the cos mos. Like wise, the scrip tural view of
re al ity, which con tained the teach ing of a rad i cal fall, cut off any su per fi -
cial op ti mism about na ture at the root. But hu man ism ap proached na ture
from a com pletely dif fer ent frame of mind. Al ready the early Re nais sance
de tached its con cep tion of na ture from both the Greek idea of fate and the
Chris tian doc trine of rad i cal de prav ity. Proudly con scious of its au ton omy 
and free dom, mod ern hu man kind saw “na ture” as an ex pan sive arena for
the ex plo ra tions of its free per son al ity, as a field of in fi nite pos si bil i ties in
which the sov er eignty of hu man per son al ity must be re vealed by a com -
plete mas tery of the phe nom ena of na ture.

Co per ni cus’s dis cov ery of the earth’s dual motion – around its own axis 
and around the sun – revolutionized the tra di tional Ar is to te lian and Ptol e -
maic pic ture of the world, which viewed the earth as the fixed cen ter of the 
uni verse. Un jus ti fi ably, the church con tin ued to de fend the old con cep -
tion for many years, con sid er ing the cen tral ity of the world in the his tory
of sal va tion in dis pens able to the faith. In view of this, hu man ism pro -
claimed the Co per ni can worldview as a new kind of gos pel, turn ing
against the au thor ity of the church and scho las ti cism with rev o lu tion ary
pas sion. When Ga li leo and New ton later laid the foun da tions for math e -
mat i cal phys ics, thereby dem on strat ing that one [150] could in deed con -
trol na ture by dis cov er ing the fixed laws to which mov ing things are sub -
ject, hu man ism, driven by its re li gious per son al ity ideal, em braced the
new sci en tific method and el e vated it to a sci ence ideal that should be ac -
cepted as the di rec tive in ev ery area of sci ence, an ideal that pre tended to
dis close the true co her ence of the whole of re al ity.

The re li gious mo tive of the ab so lute free dom and au ton omy of hu man
per son al ity did not per mit sci en tific thought to pro ceed from a given cre -
ation or der. The cre ation mo tive of the Chris tian re li gion gave way to faith 
in the cre ative power of sci en tific thought which seeks its ground of cer -
tainty only within it self. With this change, the idea of the au ton omy of sci -
ence was given a com pletely dif fer ent mean ing from that of Thomistic
scho las ti cism. Al though Thomas Aqui nas had also taught that nat u ral rea -
son is au ton o mous with re spect to the Chris tian faith and di vine rev e la -
tion, his po si tion was wholly em bed ded in the Ro man Cath o lic ground-
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 motive of na ture and grace. Na ture was merely the pre am ble to grace, and
nat u ral rea son it self was brought to a higher stage of per fec tion by the su -
per nat u ral gift of grace. As long as rea son op er ates in a purely sci en tific
man ner, it can never lead to con clu sions in the area of nat u ral knowl edge
that con flict with the supranatural means of rev e la tion. If seem ing con -
flicts do arise, they are at trib uted to log i cal er rors of thought, as Thomas
promptly points out. Wher ever Thomas fol lowed Ar is totle’s Greek view
of na ture, his idea of the au ton omy of nat u ral rea son con tin u ally led him to 
adapt Ar is to te lian the ory to Ro man Cath o lic doc trine.

But the hu man is tic ap proach was very dif fer ent. Hu man ism was con -
trolled not by the Ro man Cath o lic ground-motive of na ture and grace but
by the mod ern mo tive of na ture and free dom. Faith in the ab so lute au ton -
omy of free per son al ity could not tol er ate a dis tinc tion be tween nat u ral
and supranatural truths. It could not en dorse the Ro man Cath o lic ad ap ta -
tion of au ton o mously dis cov ered nat u ral truths to the au thor i ta tively bind -
ing teach ings of the church.

By the same to ken, hu man ism also broke with the Greek view that the
or der of re al ity is an chored in an in vis i ble world of forms. The hu man is tic
sci ence ideal could not pos si bly sub scribe to the Greek “forms” which for
Ar is totle con sti tuted the es sence of per ish able things. The Greek form-
 matter mo tive com mu ni cated noth ing to a mod ern per son. For in that mo -
tive, the con tem pla tive re flec tion of a “beau ti ful world of forms” which
brings mea sure and har mony to cha otic “mat ter” was but idle spec u la tion.
Af ter all, the driv ing force of mod ern hu man kind’s sci en tific re search was 
the ideal of com plete mas tery of na ture by means of which the au ton o -
mous free dom of hu man personality – that is, its in de pend ence from
supra natural powers – could be re vealed. [151]

It would soon be clear, how ever, that the new na ture mo tive stood in re -
li gious con flict with the hu man is tic free dom mo tive, a con flict sim i lar to
the ten sion within the Greek mo tive of form and mat ter and the Ro man
Cath o lic mo tive of na ture and grace.

Di a lec ti cal Ten sions
The re li gious ground-motive of hu man ism is just as in ter nally di vided
as the Greek and Ro man Cath o lic ground-motives were. It too bears a
so-called di a lec ti cal char ac ter; that is, it con sists of two re li gious mo -
tives which are in in ner con flict with each other and which al ter nately
drive the stance and worldview of hu man ism from one pole to the other.

In es sence, the na ture mo tive of mod ern hu man ism is a mo tive of con -
trol. The con trol mo tive is in tensely and re li giously tied to the new free -
dom mo tive which orig i nated in the hu man is tic re li gion of per son al ity,
the cult of au ton o mous hu man kind which de sires to make it self ab so lutely 
in de pend ent of ev ery au thor ity and of ev ery “supranatural power” in or -
der to take its fate into its own hands. Like Co per ni cus, who brought about 
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a rev o lu tion in the tra di tional pic ture of the uni verse with the earth at its
cen ter, so hu man ism brought about a rev o lu tion in the re li gious val u a tion
of hu man per son al ity. In the hu man is tic con cep tion, this per son al ity is the 
mea sure of all things, in clud ing re li gion. As the great phi los o pher Im man -
uel Kant de clared near the end of the eigh teenth cen tury (in the pref ace to
the first edi tion of his Cri tique of Pure Rea son):

Our age is, in a spe cial de gree, the age of crit i cism, and to crit i cism ev -
ery thing must sub mit. Re li gion through its sanc tity, and law-giving
through its maj esty, may seek to ex empt them selves from it. But they
then awaken the just sus pi cion, and can not claim the sin cere re spect
which rea son ac cords only to that which has been able to sus tain the test 
of free and open ex am i na tion.

When the mo tive of con trol arose out of the new re li gion of per son al ity
(with its mo tive of free dom), the con flict be tween “na ture” and “free -
dom” soon be gan to re veal it self. For the con trol mo tive of au ton o mous
hu man ity aims at sub ject ing “na ture” and all of its un lim ited pos si bil i -
ties to hu man kind by means of the new method of math e mat i cal sci -
ence. No where in re al ity does it tol er ate the va lid ity of lim its to the op -
er a tion of the nat u ral-scientific method. The mo tive of con trol thus ex -
pressed it self in the new sci ence ideal which sought to grasp all of re al -
ity in a closed chain of cause and ef fect, a chain de ter mined by the uni -
ver sal [152] laws of me chan i cal motion. It will not ac cept the va lid ity of 
any thing as “truly real” if it does not fit into this chain of me chan i cal
cause and ef fect. The firm ground of the o ret i cal in quiry lies nei ther in a
di vine cre ation order nor in a realm of the eter nal forms of be ing, as the
Greek phi los o phers thought. The hu man is tic free dom motive sanc tioned 
no other ba sis for the o ret i cal thought than math e mat i cal natural-
 scientific think ing it self. There was a pro found con vic tion that the cer -
tainty of math e mat ics lay within math e mat ics it self with its ex act meth -
ods of proof. Au ton o mous hu man kind trusts the cer tainty of its thought
and de pends on it.

But it was pre cisely when the new sci ence ideal was taken se ri ously that 
a prob lem pre sented it self.  It be came ap par ent that when sci ence de ter -
mined all of re al ity as an un in ter rupted chain of cause and ef fect, there
would no lon ger be room any where in that re al ity for hu man free dom. Hu -
man will ing, think ing, and act ing re quired the same me chan i cal ex pla na -
tion as did the mo tions of a ma chine. For if the hu man per son it self be -
longs to na ture, then it can not pos si bly be free and au ton o mous. “Na ture”
and “free dom,” sci ence ideal and per son al ity ideal turned out to op pose
each other as de clared en e mies. A gen u inely in ner rec on cil i a tion be tween
these an tag o nis tic mo tives was im pos si ble, since both were re li gious and
thus ab so lute. Al though the free dom mo tive had evoked the new mo tive
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of na ture, each mo tive ex cluded the other. Hu man ism had no choice but to 
as sign re li gious pri or ity or pri macy to one or the other.

Hu man ism’s self-conscious point of de par ture dur ing the first pe riod of
its de vel op ment (dat ing from the six teenth to the sev en teenth and the
greater part of the eigh teenth cen tu ries) was the pri macy of the new sci -
ence ideal. Hu man ism be lieved that sci ence would make mod ern hu man -
kind truly free and would raise it above the dog matic prej u dices of church
doc trine. Sci ence would bring true en light en ment that could oust pa gan
bar ba rism and the dark realm of me di eval su per sti tion. True free dom was
sought where the foun da tion of mod ern sci ence had been found – in au -
ton o mous, lu cid, and dis tin guish ing thought.

But again, it was here that ob sta cles arose. Did not the new sci ence ideal 
re quire that think ing it self be ex plained in terms of the mech a nism of the
soul’s mo tions? Indeed – at least if this sci ence ideal with its new na ture
mo tive would be con sis tently ap plied. But al ready here some hu man is tic
think ers raised ob jec tions. The mo tive of free dom re quired that at least
math e mat i cal thought, the core and cen ter of free per son al ity, be ex empt
from nat u ral-scientific ex pla na tion.

Des cartes and Hobbes
Along these lines the founder of hu man is tic phi los o phy, the fa mous
French man René Des cartes [1596-1650], drew a firm line be tween the
[153] bodily or ma te rial world and the hu man soul. Des cartes lim ited
“na ture” to the ma te rial world. In this world the new sci ence ideal
reigned su preme; here it could ex plain all phe nom ena mech a nis ti cally.
But the “hu man soul” was con sid ered in de pend ent of the “nat u ral body” 
as a sub stance or as a self-sufficient en tity which de pends on noth ing
out side of it self for its ex is tence.

In Des cartes’s es ti ma tion it was nec es sary that math e mat i cal think ing
be en tirely free and au ton o mous. Find ing its ground and va lid ity in it self
alone, math e mat ics was in de pend ent of sen sory im pres sions re ceived
from the “ex ter nal, bodily world.” Ac cord ing to Des cartes and his fol low -
ers, math e mat i cal con cepts do not arise from sen sory per cep tions of ma te -
rial things; rather, they find their guar an tee in them selves.

Thus, in con for mity with the dualistic mo tive of na ture and free dom,
Des cartes split hu man ex is tence into two rig or ously sep a rated parts: the
ma te rial body and the think ing soul. The ul ti mate ground of sci en tific cer -
ti tude and, for that mat ter, of moral free dom, lay in con scious ness, in the
“I think.”

But Des cartes did not suc ceed in con sis tently main tain ing this strict di -
vi sion be tween ma te rial re al ity and the think ing soul. Un der the lead er -
ship of the fa mous Eng lish man Thomas Hobbes [1588-1679], an other
stream of hu man is tic thought di rected it self against Des cartes’s dualistic
view of re al ity which lim ited the na ture mo tive in fa vor of the free dom
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mo tive. Hobbes, who wit nessed both the rev o lu tion of Eng land un der
Crom well and the res to ra tion of the Brit ish royal house, con curred en -
tirely with Des cartes in the hu man is tic ground-motive that gov erned their
thought. Con fi dently de clar ing war be tween mod ern sci ence and the
“king dom of dark ness,” Hobbes was an early apos tle of the En light en -
ment.

But in con trast to Des cartes, Hobbes did not call a halt to the ap pli ca tion 
of the new sci ence ideal to what was be lieved to be the seat of hu man free -
dom, namely, au ton o mous thought and free will. Well-versed in the new
nat u ral-scientific method of the great Ital ian sci en tist Ga li leo, with whom
he had made per sonal con tact dur ing his trav els, Hobbes aimed at ap ply -
ing Ga li leo’s method con sis tently, uti liz ing it in the ar eas of mo ral ity, law, 
po lit i cal life, and even the mo tions of the hu man soul.

Like Des cartes, Hobbes be gan his main philo soph i cal work by ex press -
ing uni ver sal doubt in the re al ity that pres ents it self in daily ex pe ri ence.
He sug gested the fol low ing ex per i ment to his read ers. One should be gin
by men tally break ing down the whole of that re al ity to the ex tent that its
truth is not guar an teed by sci en tific in quiry. Then – with a con scious al lu -
sion to the cre ation story – he ar gued that sci en tific thought must shed
light upon the chaos and must sys tem at i cally re build the world again by
means of the ex act sci en tific method. For Hobbes such a re con struc tion
[154] re quired the sim plest pos si ble tools: strictly math e mat i cally de fined 
con cepts. The new sci ence of na ture, which ini tially ap proaches re al ity
ex clu sively in terms of its as pect of me chan i cal mo tion, must re duce all
nat u ral phe nom ena within its spe cial field of in ves ti ga tion to phe nom ena
of mo tion. In this way Hobbes an a lyzed sensorily per ceived phe nom ena
into their sim plest com po nents; counted, mea sured, weighed, and de -
scribed in math e mat i cal for mu las, these com po nents were the stepping-
 stones to ward ex plain ing more com plex phe nom ena.

In Hobbes’s opin ion this ex act method pro vided the key to ex plain ing
all of re al ity. For this rea son he could not ac knowl edge a bound ary be -
tween “body” and “soul.” He re duced ev ery thing –  in clud ing math e mat i -
cal thinking – to the mo tions of ma te rial things. The fact that this re duc -
tion elim i nated the ba sis for the hu man free dom of the will, did not trou ble 
him. Sci en tific in teg rity de manded that math e mat i cal con cepts them -
selves be un der stood as prod ucts of the me chan i cal mo tions of the soul,
mo tions caused by the im pres sions of bod ies in one’s psy chi cal life.
Clearly, then, the na ture mo tive was dom i nant in Hobbes. And yet his vi -
sion that only the new sci ence would chart the way to ward hu man free -
dom tes ti fied to his sol i dar ity with Des cartes.

Hobbes’s sys tem is com monly called “ma te ri al ism.” This, how ever,
was a mod ern and hu man is tic ma te ri al ism, one driven by the re li gious
force of a hu man is tic free dom mo tive that had dis solved it self into the na -
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ture mo tive. His ma te ri al ism and the an cient ma te ri al ism of the Greek na -
ture phi los o phers had only their name in com mon. In the Greek phi los o -
phy of na ture, “mat ter” sig ni fied the eter nally flow ing, form less stream of
life. Giving birth to what ever pos sessed in di vid ual shape and form, this
life stream was un der stood as the di vine or i gin of things. The mod ern con -
cept of a me chan i cal law of na ture was en tirely un known to the Greeks.
While the mod ern con cept of a nat u ral law orig i nated from the hu man is tic
mo tive of na ture and free dom, the Greek con cept was gov erned en tirely
by the form mo tive of cul ture re li gion. Be fore the hu man is tic con cept of
nat u ral laws could arise it was nec es sary that the mod ern view of na ture be 
dis cov ered; “na ture” needed lib er a tion from both the Greek idea of fate
and the Chris tian idea of the fall into sin. “Na ture” had to be de prived of
its “soul” be fore it could be sub jected to hu man con trol.

We see, then, that hu man ism en tan gled it self in the di a lec tic of its own
ground-motive al ready at its first stormy ap pear ance. Na ture and free dom
soon be gan to re veal their in her ent con flict as re li gious mo tives. The first
philo soph i cal con flict be tween Des cartes and Hobbes pointed to wards the 
fur ther de vel op ment of this di a lec tic. At this stage, how ever, hu man ism
still had the vi tal ity of its youth. It was aware that the fu ture of the West
lay in its hands. Grad ually, both Ro man Ca thol i cism [155] and the Ref or -
ma tion were forced onto the de fen sive, sur ren der ing more and more of
west ern cul ture to hu man ism. The sun of hu man ism was ris ing, and an op -
ti mis tic faith in hu man ity’s cre ative power in spired its lead ing fig ures.

Hu man ism has hu man-ized the Chris tian ground-motive of cre ation,
fall, and re demp tion within its own ground-motive. Hence hu man ism is
not a pa gan ism; it passed through Chris tian ity which it changed into a re li -
gion of hu man per son al ity. Soon it also as sim i lated the ground-motives of 
Greek cul ture and Ro man Ca thol i cism.

Po lit i cal The ories of the Mod ern Age

The new hu man is tic ground-motive soon made its im pact felt on the
pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion in so ci ety that had be gun with the Re nais -
sance. Af ter the breakup of me di eval ec cle si as ti cal cul ture, the idea of
the state be gan to break through in var i ous coun tries in the form of ab -
so lute mon ar chies. Grad ually ab so lute mon archs re gained for the crown
many of the pre rog a tives that had fallen into the hands of pri vate lords
un der the feu dal sys tem. The new hu man is tic sci ence ideal sug gested an 
ex act method by means of which this could best be done.

State Ab so lut ism
Hu man ism did not ac knowl edge that governmental authority is lim ited
in trin si cally by so ci etal spheres grounded in the cre ation order. Such a
rec og ni tion con tra dicted the autonomy and free dom of hu man per son al -
ity, which hu man ism in ter preted in ac cor dance with its own re li gious
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ground-motive. As long as mod ern hu man kind ex pected free dom and
in de pend ence through the ad vance of the new ex act sci ences, the mo tive 
of na ture or con trol would also gov ern its view of so ci ety. The “mod ern
age” de manded a “new con struc tion.” Hu man is tic thought di rected it self 
par tic u larly to the con struc tion of the state. The new state, which was
un known in me di eval society, was de signed as an in stru ment of con trol
that could gather all power to it self. Hu man ism as sumed that sci ence
was as com pe tent to con struct this state as it was to man u fac ture the me -
chan i cal tools con trol ling the forces of na ture. All cur rent knowl edge of
so ci ety, which was still rel a tively in com plete, was con sciously adapted
to this constructionistic sci ence ideal.

In six teenth cen tury France, Jean Bodin [1530-1596] laid the foun da -
tions for a hu man is tic po lit i cal the ory in his absolutistic con cept of sov er -
eignty. This con cept formed the meth od olog i cal start ing point and [156]
cor ner stone for his en tire po lit i cal the ory. For Bodin the es sen tial char ac -
ter is tic of sov er eignty lay in its ab so lute com pe tence or power un lim ited
by pos i tive ju rid i cal bound aries. Al though in con science the gov ern ment
might in deed be bound by nat u ral and di vine law, it nev er the less stands
above all pos i tive rules of law which de rive their va lid ity only from the
will of the gov ern ment it self. No law-giver [rechtsvormer] in the nonstate 
spheres of life can ap peal to a ground of au thor ity that lies out side of the
power of the state’s sov er eign leg is la tor. In the whole of so ci ety the for -
ma tion of law must de pend solely on the will of the state’s leg is la tor, the
only sov er eign. Even cus tom ary law or com mon law, which in the Mid dle 
Ages was more sig nif i cant than stat u tory law, was sub ject to ei ther the im -
plicit or ex plicit ap proval of the sov er eign. The ne ces sity of this re quire -
ment was un der stand able, since cus tom ary law clearly bore the stamp of
an un dif fer en ti ated feu dal sys tem, the mor tal en emy of the mod ern state.

The hu man is tic con cept of sov er eignty did not merely de clare war on
the un dif fer en ti ated so ci etal re la tion ships of the “Dark Ages.” In spired by 
the mod ern ideal of sci ence, it also aimed at guid ing the in cip i ent pro cess
of dif fer en ti a tion in or der to guar an tee the ab so lute sov er eignty of the
state over all the re main ing life-spheres. Among the dif fer en ti ated so ci etal 
bonds, the church had been the state’s most pow er ful ri val. But now the
time had ar rived to bring the church un der the sov er eignty of the state. The 
Ref or ma tion and sub se quent con flicts within Prot es tant ism had ex cited
de nom i na tional pas sions, and the un rest of the churches spilled over into
pol i tics, threat en ing the peace and unity of the state. Po lit i cal hu man ism
had only one rem edy for this, namely in ter ven tion by the state in the in ter -
nal af fairs of the church in or der to force the church into a po si tion of “tol -
er ance” which would bring peace and unity back into the body pol i tic.

This was also the so lu tion of fered by Hugo Grotius, an ad her ent of
Bodin’s con cept of sov er eignty. Grotius was not only a rep re sen ta tive of
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“bib li cal hu man ism,” but also the founder of the hu man is tic the ory of nat -
u ral law. This new doc trine of nat u ral law was also one of the her alds of
the mod ern age. It be came the cham pion for the re con struc tion of the le gal 
sys tem ne ces si tated by the break through of the mod ern idea of the state. It
sought a point of con tact with clas si cal Ro man law with its sharp dis tinc -
tion be tween pub lic law and pri vate civil law, and, like the Ro man ju rists,
based the lat ter in a law of na ture whose ba sic prin ci ples were the in her ent
free dom and equal ity of all hu man be ings. This hu man is tic doc trine of
nat u ral law stood in clear op po si tion to the un dif fer en ti ated in dig e nous
law of the Ger manic na tions which was viewed as be ing in con flict with
“nat u ral rea son.” Over against this, Grotius and his im me di ate [157] fol -
low ers in tended to de rive a com pre hen sive sys tem of le gal rules from the
“ra tio nal, so cial na ture” of hu man kind. In de pend ently of hu man institu -
tion alization, these rules were to hold for all times and all na tions. To this
end they em ployed the new math e mat i cal and sci en tific method, the
ground and cer tainty of mod ern hu man ity. In re al ity, how ever, it was
largely clas si cal Ro man law that fur nished the “rules of nat u ral law.”
Grotius sought an au ton o mous ba sis for his doc trine of nat u ral law, in de -
pend ent of ec cle si as ti cal au thor ity. As he him self de clared, this foun da -
tion would hold even if God did not ex ist. As a “bib li cal hu man ist” he
hast ily added that de ny ing the ex is tence of God is rep re hen si ble; but this
ad mo ni tion did not al ter the fact that for him an ap peal to the “nat u ral, so -
cial na ture” of a per son was suf fi cient for the va lid ity of nat u ral law.

Grotius’s stand point was com pletely dif fer ent from the po si tion of
Thomas Aqui nas which was based on the Ro man Cath o lic ground-motive
of na ture and grace. Thomas in deed taught that a per son can know cer tain
prin ci ples of nat u ral law and nat u ral mo ral ity by the nat u ral light of rea son 
in de pend ent of di vine rev e la tion. But in the fi nal anal y sis Thomas al ways
re ferred these prin ci ples back to the “ra tio nal” wis dom of God the
Creator. Thomas and the other scholastics would never think of search ing
for an au ton o mously valid ground of nat u ral law in “nat u ral hu man rea -
son” alone, a ground in de pend ent of even the ex is tence of God. Only in
the he ret i cal trends of late scho las ti cism, which com pletely sep a rated na -
ture and grace, did these ten den cies ap pear. Grotius’s con cep tion of the
ba sis of nat u ral law as in de pend ent of the ex is tence of God was a har bin -
ger of the pro cess of eman ci pa tion and sec u lar iza tion which came to fru -
ition dur ing the En light en ment. The new hu man is tic free dom mo tive was
the start ing point of this pro cess.

Char ac ter is tic of the new doc trine of nat u ral law was its in di vid u al is tic
con struc tion of so ci etal spheres, par tic u larly the sphere of the state. As
long as the mo tive of na ture and con trol was dom i nant in the hu man is tic
doc trine of nat u ral law, the o rists unan i mously de fended Bodin’s
absolutistic con cept of sov er eignty. Be cause its con sis tent ap pli ca tion left 
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no room for the free per son al ity, the con cept of sov er eignty was made ac -
cept able through the con struc tion of a “so cial con tract.” It was ar gued that 
by means of a so cial com pact the orig i nally free and equal in di vid u als had
sur ren dered their nat u ral free dom vol un tarily in or der to bind them selves
as a body pol i tic. This was gen er ally fol lowed by a con tract of au thor ity
and sub jec tion, in which the peo ple con ferred au thor ity to a sov er eign and
pledged obe di ence. In this way the free and au ton o mous in di vid ual con -
sented to the ab so lute sov er eignty of a ruler. Such an in di vid ual could
there fore never com plain of in jus tice. [158]

Crit i cal Turn ing Point
When hu man ism ac cen tu ated the nat u ral-scientific mo tive of con trol
rather than the mo tive of free dom, it sought the ul ti mate ground of cer -
tainty in math e mat i cal and nat u ral-scientific think ing. Hu man ists were
con vinced that only the method of thought de vel oped by mod ern math e -
mat ics and nat u ral sci ence teaches hu man be ings to know re al ity as it is
“in it self,” stripped of all the sub jec tive ad di tions and er rors of hu man
con scious ness which vic tim ize us in the na ive ex pe ri ence of daily life.
The new ideal of sci ence came with great pre ten sions! It alone could un -
veil the true or der and coherence of re al ity.

How ever, pre cisely at this point the first mis giv ings about the value of
the ex act sci ences arose. The lo ca tion of the ground of cer tainty lay in the
ex act con cepts of sub jec tive con scious ness. But the more hu man be ings
ex plored this sub jec tive con scious ness it self, the more in sis tent the ques -
tion of the ac tual or i gin of math e mat i cal and nat u ral-scientific con cepts
be came. From where did these con cepts de rive their con tent? One could
not deny that chil dren and prim i tive peo ples did not pos sess them. They
must there fore have orig i nated in the course of time. But from what did we 
form them? Here the prob lem of the o ret i cal knowl edge was im me di ately
cast into psy cho log i cal terms. It was as sumed that in ner hu man con scious -
ness had only one win dow to the re al ity of the “ex ter nal world.” This win -
dow was sen sory per cep tion as it func tioned in the as pect of feel ing. If
con sis tently car ried through, this as sump tion im plies that the or i gin of
math e mat i cal and nat u ral-scientific con cepts can only lie in the sense im -
pres sions of the ex ter nal world. But from these im pres sions one could de -
rive nei ther ex act math e mat i cal re la tion ships nor the me chan i cal laws of
cause and ef fect that con sti tuted the foun da tion of clas si cal me chan ics.
Per cep tion merely taught that there is a tem po ral se quence of sense im -
pres sions from fact A to fact B. It never dem on strated that B al ways and
nec es sar ily fol lows A, and yet this dem on stra tion was what the laws of
phys i cal sci ence re quired.

Faced with this pre dic a ment, the con clu sion was reached that we can not 
know to what ex tent the ex act nat u ral sci ences as sist us in un der stand ing
re al ity. Why then, we may ask, do we still ac cept the laws of cau sal ity? At
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this point hu man ism showed that it was un will ing to aban don its new sci -
ence ideal. Its so lu tion was as fol lows: if the law of cause and ef fect does
not make us un der stand the co her ence of re al ity as it is in it self, then this
law must at least re fer to a me chan i cal con nec tion be tween our sense im -
pres sions.

Da vid Hume’s well-known the ory of the as so ci a tion of im pres sions and 
rep re sen ta tions was the model for this view. The Scot tish thinker [159]
Hume [1711-1776] ex plained the se quence of cause and ef fect en tirely in
terms of psy chi cal as so ci a tion, ar gu ing that if we re peat edly ob serve fact
B fol low ing fact A, then at our next per cep tion of A we nec es sar ily con -
nect A with the rep re sen ta tion of B.

The cri tique of sci en tific thought be gun by John Locke and con tin ued
by Da vid Hume struck a se ri ous blow to the “meta phys i cal” pre ten sions
of the de ter min is tic sci ence ideal which claimed that sci ence could fur nish 
knowl edge of re al ity as it is “in it self,” that is, in de pend ent of hu man con -
scious ness. It seemed that the free dom mo tive, which had suf fered un der
the overextension of the na ture mo tive, might get the chance to free it self
from the de ter min is tic ideal of sci ence. If the nat u ral-scientific laws do not 
cor re spond with ob jec tive re al ity, then sci ence can not claim the right to
deny the free dom of one’s thought and will. But were mod ern peo ple pre -
pared to pay this price for re in stat ing their aware ness of free dom and au -
ton omy? Would they sac ri fice the foun da tions of their sci ence ideal to this 
end?

The epistemological at tack on the sci ence ideal was only a pre lude to a
wide spread and crit i cal re ver sal within the hu man is tic thought – and
life-orientation. Af ter their ini tial in tox i ca tion with sci ence, mod ern
think ers be gan to re flect on the deep est re li gious root and mo tive in their
lives. This deep est root was not mod ern nat u ral sci ence but the hu man is tic 
re li gion of per son al ity with its mo tive of free dom. If the de ter min is tic sci -
ence ideal was un able to give the au ton o mous free dom of a per son its just
due, then it should not oc cupy the dom i nant place in the hu man is tic life-
and worldview. If this is the case, then it is er ro ne ous to search for the es -
sence of a per son in sci en tific thought; and then it is im per a tive that the
mo tive of con trol, the dy namic be hind the sci ence ideal, be de prived of its
re li gious pri or ity. Pri macy be longs to the free dom mo tive in stead.

It was Jean-Jacques Rousseau [1712-1778] who called hu man ism to
this crit i cal self-ex am i na tion. In 1750 he be came fa mous over night by
sub mit ting a pa per in re sponse to a com pe ti tion or ga nized by the Uni ver -
sity of Dijon. The topic was a fa vor ite Enlightenment theme: what have
mod ern sci ence and cul ture con trib uted to the free dom and hap pi ness of
hu man ity? Rousseau’s an swer was a fierce, pas sion ate at tack both on the
su prem acy of sci ence in life and on all of mod ern, ra tio nal is tic cul ture.
Rousseau ar gued that sci ence had ex changed free dom and equality for

Roots of Western Culture

160



slav ery. Also in his later writ ings Rousseau re mained a spokes man for the
hu man is tic free dom motive. For him the root of hu man per son al ity lay not 
in ex act sci en tific thought but in the feel ing of free dom.

Rous seau’s hu man is tic re li gion was not one of rea son but of feel ing.
When he claimed that re li gion re sides in the heart rather than in the [160]
mind, he re garded the “heart” not as the re li gious root of hu man life, as the 
Scrip tures teach, but as the seat of feel ing. He also in ter preted the na ture
mo tive in terms of a nat u ral feel ing of free dom. The orig i nal nat u ral state
of hu man be ings was a con di tion of in no cence and hap pi ness; in di vid u als
lived in free dom and in equal ity. But ra tio nal is tic cul ture brought hu man -
kind into slav ery and mis ery. It cre ated in equal ity and sub jected na tions to 
the rule of kings. As a re sult, no trace was left of the free and au ton o mous
hu man per son al ity.

Nev er the less, Rous seau did not be lieve that a re turn to the happy state
of na ture was pos si ble. He had no de sire to aban don the mod ern idea of the 
state. Rather, he sought to con ceive of a body pol i tic that would con form
fully to the free dom mo tive of mod ern hu man ity. He en vi sioned a state in
which in di vid u als, af ter re lin quish ing their nat u ral free dom and equal ity,
could re gain them in a higher form.

Cer tainly, in the first phase of hu man ism, Grotius, Hobbes, and other
pro po nents of nat u ral law at tempted to jus tify the ab so lute sov er eignty of
the ruler be fore the fo rum of the hu man is tic free dom mo tive. Their point
of de par ture too was a “state of na ture” char ac ter ized by free dom and
equal ity. The no tion of a so cial con tract was re quired to jus tify gov ern -
men tal au thor ity – whether or not fol lowed by a con tract of super- and
sub or di na tion be tween peo ple and gov ern ment. Un der such a con tract in -
di vid u als vol un tarily sur ren der their nat u ral free dom and equal ity. In
com plete au ton omy, they place them selves un der a gov ern ment. In this
way, in di vid u als can trans fer their nat u ral au thor ity to the gov ern ment, re -
tain ing noth ing for them selves. Volenti non fit iniuria: no in jus tice is done 
to one who wills it. One can not com plain of in jus tice if one agreed to the
in sti tu tion of ab so lute gov ern ment.

John Locke [1632-1704] was among the first mod ern think ers not sat is -
fied with this nat u ral-law con struc tion of an ab so lute state. His start ing
points were the in alien able rights of life, prop erty, and free dom, which
could not be sur ren dered even in a con tract. From the out set, there fore,
Locke lim ited the con tent of the so cial con tract to the goal of the peace ful
en joy ment of one’s nat u ral hu man rights in a civil state. In di vid uals re lin -
quished to the gov ern ment only their nat u ral com pe tence to de fend their
rights on their own be half against in tru sion from oth ers. In this way Locke 
laid the ba sis for the clas si cal lib eral view of the state. Ac cord ing to this
lib eral ap proach the state is a lim ited li a bil ity com pany (cor po ra tion) or -
ga nized to pro tect the civil rights of life, lib erty, and prop erty.
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Thus al ready in Locke’s clas si cal lib eral idea of the state we dis cover a
re ac tion of the free dom mo tive against the na ture mo tive which had gov -
erned the ear lier con cep tions of nat u ral law. Rous seau, how ever, was not
sat is fied with this re ac tion. Like Locke, he pro ceeded from the [161] free
and in alien able rights of a per son. But Rous seau went be yond the es sen -
tially pri vate-legal hu man rights, which con sti tute the foun da tion of civil
pri vate law, to the pub lic-legal guar an tee of the free dom and au ton omy of
hu man per son al ity in the in alien able rights of the cit i zen. In this way
Rous seau is the founder of the clas si cal humanistic idea of de moc racy
which soon clashed with the clas si cal lib eral con cep tion of the state.

Clas si cal Lib er al ism
“Free dom and equal ity!” This was the in di vis i ble slo gan of the French
Rev o lu tion, the death war rant for the rem nants of the old re gime
[ançien régime]. It was in scribed in blood. Both dur ing and af ter the
Res to ra tion pe riod many spoke of the hol low and un re al is tic tone of
these rev o lu tion ary con cepts. Such crit i cisms, how ever, were mis placed, 
and as a re sult many ar rows missed the mark in at tempts made to re fute
the prin ci ples of the French Rev o lu tion.

Un doubt edly, the prin ci ples of the French Rev o lu tion were gov erned
by the hu man is tic ground-motive. Locke and Rous seau were its apos tles.
How ever, the “nat u ral-law” the o ries of these think ers aimed at two con -
crete goals: a) the break through of the idea of the state in terms of the fi nal
break down of the un dif fer en ti ated feu dal struc tures; and b) the break -
through of the fun da men tal idea of civil law, i.e., the idea of hu man rights.
These goals could in deed be re al ized be cause they were en tirely in line
with the pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion which had be gun in west ern so ci ety af -
ter the Mid dle Ages and which was, as we have ar gued in an ear lier con -
text, founded in the di vine or der for hu man his tory. Both goals pre sup -
posed the re al iza tion of free dom and equal ity in a spe cif i cally ju rid i cal
sense, and not, for ex am ple, in an eco nomic or so cial sense. Fur ther, both
be longed to gether; a civil-legal or der can not ex ist with out the or der of the
state.

An au then tic state is not re ally pres ent as long as the au thor ity to gov ern
in ef fect be longs, as a feu dal right, to the pri vate pre rog a tives of a ruler
who in turn can con vey, pawn, or lend them to of fi cials be long ing to the
ruler’s realm or even to pri vate per sons. Ac cord ing to its na ture and in ner
struc ture, the state is a res publica, a “pub lic en tity.” It is an in sti tu tion
qual i fied by pub lic law, a com mu nity of gov ern ment and sub jects
founded typ i cally on a mo nop oly of sword power within a given ter ri tory.
As Groen van Prinsterer de clared in his sec ond pe riod of in tel lec tual de -
vel op ment, ev ery true state has a re pub li can char ac ter.

Thus the di vi sion of the forms of the state into mon ar chies and re pub lics 
com monly made since Machiavelli is ba si cally in cor rect. The word re -
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pub lic in di cates noth ing what so ever about the form of gov ern ment. It
merely sig ni fies that the state is a pub lic rather than a pri vate [162] in sti tu -
tion. But the word mon ar chy does per tain to a form of gov ern ment; the
gov ern ment here is mo nar chi cal, that is, a sin gle per son is the head of gov -
ern ment. Con versely, the word mon ar chy does not re late to the ques tion
of whether a mon ar chy com plies with the char ac ter of the state as a re pub -
lic. Through out the course of his tory many mon ar chies have lacked the
char ac ter of a state, since gov ern men tal au thor ity func tioned not as an of -
fice serv ing the res publica but as the pri vate prop erty of a par tic u lar ruler. 
Gov ern men tal ju ris dic tion was an un dif fer en ti ated feu dal pre rog a tive. In
such cases one should speak not of a state but of a realm (regnum), which
was the prop erty of a king. Not ev ery realm is a state.

Nev er the less, the mo nar chi cal form of gov ern ment is not in com pat i ble
with the char ac ter of a re pub lic. Royal au thor ity can func tion as the high -
est of fice within the res publica. The op po si tion be tween “mon ar chy” and 
“re pub lic” arose only be cause the un dif fer en ti ated view of royal au thor -
ity, as a pri vate pre rog a tive of the ruler, was main tained for such a long
time pre cisely in the mo nar chi cal set ting. This is also the rea son why so
many nat u ral-law the o rists in the hu man ist tra di tion linked the idea of the
state to the idea of pop u lar sov er eignty. It seemed that only the sov er -
eignty of the peo ple com plied with the view that the state is a res publica.
Fur ther more, in the light of the re li gious ground-motive of hu man ism,
pop u lar sov er eignty seemed the only way to jus tify gov ern men tal au thor -
ity be fore the fo rum of the free and au ton o mous hu man per son al ity.

Thomas Hobbes, with his keen in tel lect, quickly de tected the weak ness
in the con cep tion of pop u lar sov er eignty in which the peo ple and the state
were iden ti fied (seen as one). Af ter all, in this con struc tion the “peo ple”
was but an ag gre gate of in di vid u als who con tracted with each other to re -
lin quish their free dom and equal ity and thus en tered a state re la tion ship.
But Hobbes clearly saw that with out a gov ern ment this “peo ple” can not
form a po lit i cal unity, a state. Only in the per son of the gov ern ment does
the peo ple be come a cor po rate body ca pa ble of act ing on its own. The
gov ern ment rep re sents the unity of the peo ple. For this rea son Hobbes re -
jected the no tion that peo ple and gov ern ment can be viewed as two equal
par ties that en ter into a con tract to set tle the con tent of gov ern men tal au -
thor ity. In view of this, Hobbes had no use for the no tion of pop u lar sov er -
eignty which sup pos edly ex isted prior to and apart from the body pol i tic.
Only the gov ern ment, as rep re sen ta tive of the unity of the peo ple, is the
true sov er eign. The peo ple could never pro test against the sov er eign’s in -
jus tice, since its ac tions com prised the ac tions of the peo ple. Al though
Hobbes first at tempted to jus tify the ab so lute mon ar chy of the Stu arts, he
had lit tle dif fi culty in iso lat ing his po si tion from [163] the mo nar chi cal
form of gov ern ment when the Pu ri tan Rev o lu tion tem po rarily un seated
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the Stu arts, es tab lish ing the authority of the Eng lish par lia ment. Sov er -
eignty could also be vested in a body like par lia ment.

John Locke’s clas si cal lib eral po lit i cal the ory was di rected against
Hobbes’s absolutistic con cept of sov er eignty that left the peo ple un pro -
tected from their ruler. Locke re in stated pop u lar sov er eignty as the ba sis
for the re pub li can char ac ter of the state. How ever, he did not com mit the
er ror of link ing pop u lar sov er eignty to a spe cific form of gov ern ment, ar -
gu ing only that the dem o cratic form of gov ern ment in the sense of a rep re -
sen ta tive gov ern ment guar an tees the peo ple’s free dom best. For Locke
the crown merely rep re sented the sov er eign peo ple even in an au to cratic,
mo nar chi cal form of gov ern ment. If it was clear that the king no lon ger
pro moted the cause of the peo ple and the com mon good, and if the peo ple
lacked dem o cratic and par lia men tary in sti tu tions, then the peo ple could
re sort to rev o lu tion. In such a case the peo ple only ex er cise their orig i nal
right of sov er eignty, for a des potic mon arch who merely pur sues his pri -
vate in ter ests is not the head of state but just a pri vate per son.

Thus in Locke the idea of the rep re sen ta tion of the peo ple ac quired a re -
pub li can sense that was gen u inely re lated to the idea of the state. This re -
pub li can fea ture dis tin guished the mod ern idea of rep re sen ta tion from the
feu dal prac tices of the Mid dle Ages, when the es tates (knight hood, 
clergy, and towns men) acted as the rep re sen ta tives of their re spec tive
“sub jects” be fore their lords. For here the re pub li can ba sis was lack ing.

Locke’s po lit i cal the ory is a prime ex am ple of clas si cal lib er al ism be -
cause he views the state as an as so ci a tion among in di vid u als en tered into
for the pur pose of es tab lish ing or ga nized pro tec tion of the nat u ral, in -
alien able hu man rights, i.e., lib erty in the sense of pri vate au ton omy,
prop erty, and life. These nat u ral hu man rights con sti tute the ba sis for the
sphere of civil pri vate law where all in di vid u als with out dis crim i na tion
can en joy le gal free dom and equal ity. These rights were not trans ferred to
the state in the so cial con tract. The so cial com pact trans fers to the state
only one’s nat u ral free dom to de fend one’s right to life, lib erty, and prop -
erty. In civil so ci ety ev ery per son is free, by means of la bor, to ac quire pri -
vate prop erty and to dis pose of it au ton o mously. This free dom is guar an -
teed by the power of the state and sub ject to lim i ta tions re quired by the
com mon good in ac cor dance with the law.

The so cial con tract is thus the av e nue by means of which in di vid u als
de cide to en ter into the body pol i tic for a spe cific and lim ited pur pose. But 
the so cial con tract also com prises a con tract of au thor ity whereby these
in di vid u als sub ject them selves once and for all to the will of the [164] ma -
jor ity in the ex er cise of the most prom i nent right of sov er eignty, viz., the
in sti tu tion of the power of leg is la tion. The sov er eign peo ple thus pos sess
what French the o rists de scribe as the pouvoir constituant, the orig i nal le -
gal power to in sti tute a leg is la tive body. The peo ple ex er cise this leg is la -
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tive power only by means of rep re sen ta tion, not di rectly as Rous seau ar -
gued in his rad i cal dem o cratic con cep tion.

Locke’s lib eral con cep tion of the state did not im ply a uni ver sal right to
vote on the part of ev ery cit i zen. He was per fectly sat is fied with a lim i ta -
tion of the fran chise to a so cially priv i leged class, as was the case in the
Eng lish con sti tu tional mon ar chy of his day. Free dom and equal ity in
“civil so ci ety,” in the pri vate-legal or der, did not at all im ply equal ity in
the po lit i cal rights of the cit i zens, and cer tainly not a so-called “eco nomic
de moc racy.” Locke’s dem o cratic ideal did not ex tend be yond the de -
mands that the king ex er cise leg is la tive power only through par lia ment,
the con sti tu tional rep re sen ta tive of the peo ple, and that the king be sub ject 
to all of par lia ment’s laws. His dem o cratic ideal di rected it self only
against the pri vate pre rog a tive and di vine right [droit divin] of the mon -
arch, since both con tra dicted the hu man is tic idea of free dom and au ton -
omy of the hu man per son al ity, ori ented to what the Eng lish call “the rule
of law.” Locke’s ideal must be un der stood against the back ground of the
con sti tu tional mon ar chy of Wil liam of Or ange. Later this ideal it self came 
into con flict with the no tion of rad i cal de moc racy, the po lit i cal gos pel
preached by Rous seau on the eve of the French Rev o lu tion.

For clas si cal lib er al ism de moc racy was not an end in it self. Rather, it
was a means to pro tect pri vate civil rights. When de moc racy was later el e -
vated to be an end in it self [Selbstzweck] on the ba sis of the hu man is tic
free dom mo tive, de moc racy de vel oped in an antiliberal man ner. This line
of de vel op ment was Rous seau’s.

Af ter Locke, the clas si cal lib eral idea of de moc racy was linked with the
idea of the sep a ra tion and bal ance of the leg is la tive, ex ec u tive, and ju di -
cial pow ers of the state. The French thinker Montesquieu [1689-1755]
was a ma jor ad vo cate of this doc trine. Taken to gether, then, the fol low ing
con fig u ra tion of ideas com prises the clas si cal lib eral idea of the just state
[law state; rechtsstaat1]: the state is a rep re sen ta tive de moc racy founded
in pop u lar sov er eignty, sub ject to the con sti tu tional su prem acy of the leg -
is la ture though with the great est pos si ble sep a ra tion and bal ance of the
state’s three pow ers, and or ga nized to pro tect the individual’s civil [165]
rights. One can find a pen e trat ing anal y sis of this po si tion in the ex cel lent
dis ser ta tion by J.P.A. Mekkes, en ti tled The De vel op ment of the Hu man is -
tic The ories of the Con sti tu tional [Just] State.2

The hu man is tic free dom mo tive dis tinctly in spired the lib eral idea of
de moc racy. But in the con text of clas si cal lib er al ism this mo tive was ex -
pressed only in the doc trine of in alien able hu man rights, in the prin ci ples
of civil le gal free dom and equal ity. As we noted above, the po lit i cal
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equal ity of cit i zens was def i nitely not a part of lib er al ism. The doc trine of
the in alien able rights of cit i zens, in the sense of Rous seau’s rad i cal dem o -
cratic the ory, is not of lib eral or i gin.

But does this lib eral con cep tion of the con sti tu tional state em body the
principle of pure de moc racy as seen in ac cor dance with the hu man is tic
free dom motive? Not at all! The en tire principle of rep re sen ta tion, es pe -
cially when it is sev ered from the no tion of uni ver sal fran chise, is in her -
ently at odds with the principle of pure de moc racy. Un ques tion ably, the
lib eral idea pre sup posed an aris to cratic and elite foun da tion. The leg is la -
ture merely rep re sented the peo ple within the republic. With or with out
the co op er a tion of a mon arch, it ex er cised leg is la tive authority in de pend -
ently of its con stit u ents. The leg is la ture was a peo ple’s elite cho sen ac -
cord ing to the lib eral stan dards of in tel lec tual abil ity and wealth. The vot -
ers them selves be longed to an elite. Ac cord ing to lib eral cri te ria, only they 
were ca pa ble of ful fill ing this spe cial po lit i cal func tion. In view of his rad -
i cally dem o cratic stand point, Rousseau’s judg ment of this highly es -
teemed Eng lish liberalism was sur pris ingly mild when he wrote: “the
Eng lish peo ple be lieve that they are free. But they are mis taken. They are
free only while choos ing mem bers of Par lia ment.”

In re al ity, the im pact of clas si cal lib er al ism on the de vel op ment of the
mod ern con sti tu tional state is a di rect re sult of the ab sence of a con sis tent
ap pli ca tion of the dem o cratic prin ci ple. This does not mean that lib er al ism 
– with its in di vid u al is tic, hu man is tic ba sis and ap pli ca tion – is ac cept able
to us. But we ap pre ci ate its blend of mo nar chic, aris to cratic, and dem o -
cratic el e ments which Cal vin al ready rec om mended as a ba sis for the rel a -
tively best form of the state. More over, the prin ci ple of the in de pend ence
of par lia ment over against the elec tor ate is fully in har mony with the state
as res publica as we have ex plained it. Fur ther, the prin ci ple of an elite –
when di vorced from its in de fen si ble ties to land own er ship, cap i tal, or the in -
tel lect – is an aris to cratic el e ment which the mod ern lit er a ture on de moc racy
in creas ingly rec og nizes as a nec es sary counter force to the an ar chis tic in flu -
ence of the “masses” in gov ern ment pol icy. Fi nally, Montesquieu’s fa mous
teach ing on sep a ra tion and bal ance of pow ers [166] within the state con tains 
an im por tant ker nel of po lit i cal wis dom which is eas ily over looked by
those crit ics who only see the untenability of this the ory.

Cer tainly, lit tle ef fort was needed to dem on strate the im pos si bil ity of an 
ab so lute sep a ra tion of the leg is la ture, the ex ec u tive, and the ju di ciary
pow ers in the per sons who oc cu pied these of fices. Op po nents quickly
pointed out that the sep a ra tion of pow ers was not found in the Eng lish
con sti tu tion, as Montesquieu had claimed. In our day some have at -
tempted to sal vage Montesquieu’s the ory on the sep a ra tion of pow ers by
in ter pret ing it as a mere sep a ra tion of con sti tu tional func tions which could 
be com bined in the same of fice-bearer. But this “cor rec tion” cuts the heart 
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out of Montesquieu’s the ory by in ter pret ing it in a purely le gal sense
while it was in tended as a po lit i cal guide line. The French thinker aimed at
a bal ance of po lit i cal pow ers within the struc ture of the state. He sought to
achieve this bal ance by plac ing the “aristo-dem o cratic” power of the peo -
ple in the leg is la ture and the “aristo-cratic” or mo nar chic power in the ac -
tual ad min is tra tion of the coun try’s af fairs. It was clear that in his con cep -
tion, ju di cial power as such could have no po lit i cal sig nif i cance. For this
rea son he re ferred to this power as a kind of “nul lity” [en quelque façon
nulle] and as the mere “mouth piece of the law” [la bouche de la loi].
From a con sti tu tional point of view this of course can not be main tained.
The power of the ju di ciary, it self de void of po lit i cal sig nif i cance, should
not how ever be sub ject to the po lit i cal in flu ence of ei ther the leg is la ture or 
the ex ec u tive. It had to func tion in the “bal ance” of pow ers for the pro tec -
tion of the rights of the in di vid u als.

Viewed in this light, we see that Montesquieu merely elab o rated the
prin ci ple of “mod er a tion” [modération] in de moc racy by a bal anced
blend of mo nar chi cal and aris to cratic po lit i cal forms. This was en tirely in
keep ing with the lib eral frame work of Locke’s rep re sen ta tive de moc racy.
Locke too con sid ered a bal ance of po lit i cal pow ers es sen tial, which was
quite in har mony with the ju rid i cal su prem acy of the leg is la tor. He at -
tempted to achieve this bal ance by lim it ing the fre quency and du ra tion of
the leg is la tive ses sions, so that the ex ec u tive branch in ful fill ing its task
would not be un duly in flu enced by po lit i cal pres sure from par lia ment. Al -
though he did not in clude the ju di ciary in his triad of pow ers, Locke ex -
plic itly main tained that the in de pend ence and im par tial ity of the courts
are nec es sary con di tions for guar an tee ing the lib er ties and rights of the in -
di vid ual.

What also de serves our at ten tion is that the parliamentarism which de -
vel oped in Eng land un der the for eign House of Hanover did not agree
with the clas si cal lib eral idea of de moc racy. The po lit i cal he ge mony given 
to par lia ment and, be hind it, to the po lit i cal party elec tor ally vic to ri ous
un der its “leader,” was clearly in con flict with the lib eral idea [167] of bal -
anc ing po lit i cal pow ers. Parliamentarism in Eng land was curbed by the
na tion’s self-discipline, ad her ence to tra di tion, sports man like spirit of
“fair play,” re spect for in di vid ual rights, and ac cep tance of the prin ci ple of 
elit ism. But in a coun try like France parliamentarism was eas ily trans -
formed into a full-fledged rad i cal de moc racy. The ex ec u tive was re duced
to a po lit i cal tool of the as sem bly, and in turn the as sem bly be came de -
graded to a po lit i cal tool of the masses.

Rad i cal De moc racy

Mod ern com men ta tors on de moc racy are fond of con trast ing lib er al ism
and de moc racy. Lib er al ism, they ar gue, is based on the prin ci ple of

Clas si cal Hu man ism

167



free dom; de moc racy, by con trast, on the prin ci ple of equal ity. When
they bat tled their com mon foe – namely, the rem nants of feu dal ism –
the con trast be tween these two ba sic prin ci ples was not yet clear. As a
re sult, the French Rev o lu tion was waged un der the slo gan of free dom,
equal ity, and broth er hood.

But this ap proach is cer tainly based on a mis un der stand ing. It is an er ror 
caused by a lack of in sight into the clas si cal hu man is tic mean ing of the
con cepts of free dom and equal ity. To be sure, a fun da men tal con trast ex -
ists be tween lib er al ism and rad i cal de moc racy, as we have dicovered
above. Lib er al ism ad vo cates a mod er ate de moc racy tem pered by rep re -
sen ta tive in sti tu tions, a bal ance be tween the mo nar chi cal power of the
ruler and the leg is la tive power of the as sem bly or par lia ment, and the in -
de pend ence of the ju di ciary to guar an tee the in di vid ual cit i zen’s pri vate
rights of free dom.

Rad i cal de moc racy could ac cept nei ther the rep re sen ta tive sys tem nor
the lib eral idea of sep a rat ing and bal anc ing po lit i cal pow ers. Nev er the -
less, as long as rad i cal de moc racy rested on its clas si cal hu man is tic ba sis,
it too was driven, in an even more fun da men tal way, by the hu man is tic
mo tive of free dom. Rous seau, the apos tle of rad i cal de moc racy, was also
the spokes man for the hu man is tic ideal of free dom. He was the first
thinker to at tach re li gious pri macy to the hu man is tic free dom mo tive,
above the hu man is tic na ture mo tive. To him au ton omy, the free self-
 deter mination of hu man per son al ity, was the high est re li gious good which 
far sur passed the clas si cal sci ence ideal of con trol ling nat u ral phe nom ena
through the nat u ral-sci en tific re search meth ods of the mind. In Rous -
seau’s rad i cally dem o cratic idea of the state, equal ity of cit i zens con sti -
tuted a rad i cal ap pli ca tion of the hu man is tic prin ci ple of free dom in the
struc tur ing of the state.

For Locke, the fa ther of clas si cal lib er al ism, de moc racy was not an end
in it self. It was merely a means to pro tect the pri vate au ton omy of the in di -
vid ual in the free dis po si tion of the prop erty rights of such a per son.
Equal ity in his view be longs to the pri vate-le gal sphere of civil law. [168] 
The con cep tion of nat u ral law dur ing his day was pri mar ily con cerned
with re tain ing as much nat u ral free dom as pos si ble, the free dom that one
en joyed be fore the state was in sti tuted. Locke made no rad i cal at tempt to
ap ply the hu man is tic free dom mo tive to the ex er cise of po lit i cal rights. He 
never re ferred to in alien able con sti tu tional rights of cit i zens or to con sti tu -
tional equal ity of cit i zens. For him it was self-ev i dent that an elite com -
posed of the ed u cated and of the rich should be the ac tive par tic i pants in
leg is la tion. Even the elec tion of leg is la tors was lim ited to an elite. A large
ma jor ity of cit i zens was ex pected to be con tent with a pas sive role in pol i -
tics.
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But for Rous seau the cru cial is sue was po lit i cal free dom. He con cerned
him self with the in alien able rights of the cit i zen [droits du citoyen], in
which the rights of hu man be ings [droits de l’homme] were to be given
pub lic-legal ex pres sion. Rous seau was as it were re li giously ob sessed
with guar an tee ing the au ton o mous free dom of hu man per son al ity within
the con straints of the state. No el e ment of free self-determination could be 
lost when in di vid u als made the tran si tion from the state of na ture to the
state of cit i zen ship. If one sur ren dered but a part of one’s nat u ral free dom
in the so cial con tract with out re ceiv ing it again in the higher form of the
in alien able rights of ac tive cit i zen ship, then self-deter mination was un at -
tain able. To Rous seau a rep re sen ta tive sys tem like Eng land’s as saulted
the free self-determination of hu man kind. Sov er eign peo ple can not be
“rep re sented,” for rep re sen ta tion forces the peo ple to sur ren der their
rights of free self-determination to an elite which can then im pose its own
will on the peo ple again and thus en slave them.

The lib eral idea of sep a rat ing po lit i cal pow ers was en tirely un ac cept -
able to Rous seau for the same rea son. The sov er eignty of the peo ple is in -
di vis i ble, since the peo ple’s in alien able right of free and sov er eign self-
 determination is it self in di vis i ble. What does it profit people – in Rous -
seau’s hu man is tic frame of reference – if they re tain part of their pri vate,
nat u ral free dom over against the state, but then sub ject them selves to laws
not of their own free mak ing in their pub lic po si tion as cit i zens? A state of
this kind is clearly il le git i mate over against the in alien able claims of hu -
man per son al ity. It re mains an in sti tu tion of slav ery. Only in a state based
on suppression and domination – a state there fore which is il le gal be fore
the tri bu nal of the hu man is tic ideal of per son al ity  – does the need arise to
pro tect the pri vate rights of in di vid u als, the need to keep in tact the rem -
nant of nat u ral lib er ties over against the ty rant.

But a state which is an au then tic ex pres sion of the hu man is tic idea of
free dom can not pos si bly rec og nize the pri vate free dom of the in di vid ual
over against it self. Such a state must com pletely ab sorb the nat u ral free -
dom of a per son into the higher form of po lit i cal free dom, of ac tive cit i -
zen ship rights which in her ently be long to all cit i zens equally and not
[169] merely to an elite among them. In a truly free state the in di vid ual
can not pos sess rights and lib er ties over against the res publica be cause in
such a state the to tal free dom of the in di vid ual must come to ex pres sion.

In Rousseau’s nat u ral-law con cep tion of rad i cal de moc racy, the
individuals sur ren der all their nat u ral free dom to the body pol i tic in or der
to re ceive this free dom back, in a higher po lit i cal sense, as mem bers of the
state. In a free state ev ery cit i zen with out dis tinc tion be comes a part of the
sov er eign peo ple, a body which sets the law for it self. The right of leg is la -
tion can not be trans ferred; it is the pri mary right of the sov er eign peo ple
it self. The law must be the ex pres sion of the truly au ton o mous com mu nal
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will, the volonté générale, which is never ori ented to a pri vate in ter est but
al ways serves the pub lic interest [salut pub lic]. A true law can not grant
priv i leges to par tic u lar per sons or groups, as in the feu dal sys tem. If the
law im poses pub lic bur dens, they must af fect all cit i zens equally. Here too 
the free dom of the body pol i tic re quires that all cit i zens be equal be fore
the law. The government of the land can pos sess nei ther po lit i cal power
nor le gal authority of its own. As mag is trates, the rul ers are merely ser -
vants of the sov er eign peo ple, re moved at will.

Like Hobbes’s Le vi a than, Rousseau’s rad i cal de moc racy is to tal i tar ian
in ev ery re spect. It ex presses the hu man is tic mo tive of free dom in a rad i -
cally po lit i cal way, in ab so lute an tith e sis to the bib li cal cre ation motive
un der ly ing the principle of sphere sov er eignty. The no tion of rad i cal de -
moc racy con tains the par a dox i cal con clu sion that the high est free dom of a 
per son lies in the ut ter absolutism of the state. As Rousseau de clared: “a
per son must be forced to be free” [On les forcera d’être li bre].

But this crit i cism may not blind us to the im por tant el e ments of truth in
Rousseau’s clas si cal hu man is tic con cep tion of de moc racy. In dis tinc tion
from the un dif fer en ti ated feu dal no tions of governmental authority,
Rousseau’s idea of the state point edly brought the res-publica con cep tion
to the fore ground. He still viewed equality, the foun da tion of de moc racy,
in a strictly po lit i cal sense as an out growth of the cit i zen’s free dom within
the state. Rousseau was not a vic tim of the in ner de cay of the dem o cratic
idea that we see around us to day when peo ple rob the principle of equality
of its typ i cally po lit i cal mean ing by ap ply ing it in dis crim i nately to all re -
la tion ships of life. In deed, some of these lev el ing ten den cies were no tice -
able among cer tain revolutionary groups dur ing the French Revolution.
Com mu nism had al ready be gun to an nounce its pres ence. But these trends 
could not per se vere as long as the clas si cal idea of the state, though it self a
hu man is tic absolutization, re tained its hard won hold on the minds of peo -
ple. The bat tle be tween “free dom” and “equality” could be gin only when
the idea of the state it self was drawn into hu man ism’s lat est pro cess of de -
cay. [170]

Sep a ra tion of Sci ence from Faith

We have sketched the de vel op ment of hu man ism’s life- and worldview
from its be gin nings to its first in ner cri sis. We have seen that hu man ism
was rooted in the re li gious ground-motive of na ture and free dom, a mo -
tive con tain ing an irresolvable dualism.

Un ques tion ably, the free dom motive was hu man ism’s deeper driv ing
force. This mo tive em bod ied it self in the mod ern ideal of the per son al ity,
the cult of the hu man per son un der stood as an end in it self. Freed from all
faith in given authority, hu man per son al ity at tempted to es tab lish the law
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for it self in com plete autonomy and ac cord ing to its own ra tio nal stan -
dards.

The new view of na ture it self was rooted in the free dom motive. It was
not in spired by the Greek mo tive of form and mat ter. It also with drew it -
self from both the ground-mo tive of di vine rev e la tion, that of cre ation, fall 
and re demp tion through Je sus Christ, and the Ro man Cath o lic ground-
 motive of na ture and grace (su pra-na ture). Mod ern hu man ity saw “na -
ture” as un re lated to and un in flu enced by “supranatural” pow ers; “na ture” 
was con ceived of as re al ity within space and time to be com pletely con -
trolled by nat u ral sci ence and tech nol ogy. It was be lieved that hu man
free dom would achieve its high est ex pres sion in its mas tery over na ture. It 
was this be lief that called forth the clas si cal hu man is tic sci ence ideal,
which de clared that the nat u ral-sci en tific method could an a lyze and re -
con struct re al ity as a com pletely de ter mined and closed chain of cause and 
ef fect. This as sump tion was the ba sis of the clas si cal hu man is tic mo tive of 
na ture.

But we also saw that the con sis tent ap pli ca tion of the na ture mo tive left
no place in re al ity for hu man free dom and autonomy. From the out set “na -
ture” and “free dom” stood in an ir rec on cil able con flict. It was the grow ing 
aware ness of this con flict that caused the first cri sis of hu man ism. In solv -
ing the ten sions be tween “na ture” and “free dom,” some at tempted to
mod er ate the pre ten sions of the old ideal of sci ence by lim it ing the va lid -
ity of the laws of na ture to sensorily per ceiv able phe nom ena. Above this
sen sory realm of “na ture” there ex isted a “su pra-sen sory” realm of moral
free dom which was not gov erned by me chan i cal laws of na ture but by
norms or rules of con duct which pre sup pose the autonomy of hu man per -
son al ity.

This was the so lu tion to the ba sic re li gious is sue of hu man ism pre pared
by the great Ger man thinker Im man uel Kant (1724-1804) near the end of
the eigh teenth cen tury, the “Age of Enlightenment.” Like Rousseau, Kant
gave re li gious pri or ity to the free dom motive of the mod ern per son al ity
ideal. Free dom, ac cord ing to Kant, can not be sci en tif i cally proven. For
him sci ence is al ways bound to sen sory ex pe ri ence, to [171] “nat u ral re al -
ity” as un der stood in the lim ited con text of Kant’s own con cep tions. Free -
dom and autonomy of per son al ity do not lie in sen sory na ture. They are
prac ti cal ideas of a per son’s “rea son”; their su pra-sen sory re al ity re mains
a mat ter of faith. Such a be lief is not the old faith rooted in ec cle si as ti cal
authority or in di vine rev e la tion; for faith sub ject to authority does not
agree with the mo tive of free dom in mod ern hu man ism. Rather, as Kant
for mu lated it, this is a “ra tio nal faith.” Rooted in au ton o mous rea son it -
self, it is en tirely in keep ing with the autonomy of the hu man per son al ity.

In Kant’s thought the chasm di vid ing sci ence and faith runs par al lel to
the chasm sep a rat ing na ture from free dom. This de serves spe cial at ten tion 
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be cause it clearly dem on strates that the mod ern di vi sion be tween faith
and sci ence, which in line with Kant many ac cept as a kind of gos pel, is it -
self re li gious through out. This must be clearly un der stood be cause this di -
vi sion be tween faith and sci ence is used to dis qual ify ev ery at tempt at a
bib li cally mo ti vated in ner reformation of sci en tific thought as an “at tack
on sci ence it self.” But the sep a ra tion it self is re li gious. In spired by hu -
man is tic faith, this pre tended di vi sion clashes with the true state of af fairs. 
Wres tling to find its re li gious an chor age and to lo cate the firm ground of
its life, mod ern hu man kind sought ul ti mate mean ing in its autonomy and
free dom, in its ra tio nal and moral dis po si tion. But this re li gious ground
threat ened to sink from un der its feet since the clas si cal sci ence ideal left it 
no room. The first at tempt to es cape from this re li gious cri sis con sisted
there fore in the sep a ra tion of faith from sci ence.

The re li gious pas sion that char ac ter izes to day’s de fence of the “neu tral -
ity of science” re veals the true or i gin of this mod ern at ti tude to ward sci -
ence. The lat ter is rooted in the hu man is tic mo tive of free dom. It built it -
self a “realm of na ture” ac cord ing to the view of re al ity pre scribed by the
clas si cal sci ence ideal.

The sci ence ideal – even in Kant’s lim ited sense – had sim ply taken the
place of the di vine cre ation order in the mod ern hu man is tic con scious -
ness. It pro ceeded from a con cep tion which de nied the given na ture of the
many as pects of reality, their par tic u lar char ac ter and the dif fer ent laws
which gov ern these re spec tive as pects. This sci ence ideal gave rise to the
con struc tion of a “mech a nis tic worldview” which, though in re cent years
dis cred ited by the facts them selves, still vi tally shapes the out look of
many. The mech a nis tic stand point rests on an over es ti ma tion and an
absolutization of the me chan i cal phe nom ena that pres ent them selves only
in the as pect of motion, and then only in the so-called macro-pro cesses,
the large-scale pro cesses which in an ob jec tive sense are ac ces si ble also to 
sen sory per cep tion. But when one [172] con ceives of the other dis tinct as -
pects of reality – such as the or ganic, the log i cal, the his tor i cal, etc. – in
terms of me chan i cal motion, then the un re al is tic pic ture of the clas si cal
sci ence ideal re sults. One is then pre dis posed to think that all other sci -
ences must op er ate ac cord ing to the meth ods of me chan i cal phys ics, be -
liev ing that or ganic pro cesses, emotional feel ing, the his tor i cal de vel op -
ment of cul ture, log i cal pro cesses, eco nomic pro cesses, and so forth must
be sci en tif i cally ap proached and ex plained as pro cesses of me chan i cal
motion which are de ter mined en tirely within the chain of cause and ef fect. 
Un der these as sump tions the hu man is tic na ture mo tive in deed has a free
hand in the un fold ing of sci ence and will leave no room for the hu man is tic 
free dom motive. The clas si cal ideal of sci ence does not take into ac count
the or der of re al ity set by God the Cre ator. In this or der we de tect the great
di ver sity of as pects, each with its own ir re duc ible na ture and law, which
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pro claims the as ton ish ing rich ness and har mony of God’s cre ative wis -
dom. The clas si cal sci ence ideal re jects this great di ver sity in the or der of
re al ity.

When Kant called a halt to the fur ther ex pan sion of the sci ence ideal by
keep ing it out of the “su pra-sen sory realm of free dom” – the shel ter of the
hu man is tic per son al ity ideal – he was mo ti vated not by a re spect for
God’s cre ation order but by the hu man is tic free dom motive. This free dom 
motive could tol er ate lim its no more than the clas si cal ideal of sci ence
could.

The ideal pic ture of re al ity de signed in ac cor dance with the mech a nis tic 
sci ence mo tive was col or less and mo not o nous. It was as it were a mod ern
Mo loch which de voured what ever be came a vic tim of its sug ges tive
power. Even the rar efied at mo sphere of Kant’s world of ideas in the su -
pra-sen sory realm of free dom could not with stand the in flu ence of this
view of re al ity. Un der a dif fer ent guise, the sci ence ideal re gained its for -
mer su prem acy in the nine teenth cen tury.

We have also seen how this sci ence ideal in flu enced po lit i cal theory to
cre ate a so ci ety af ter sci ence’s own im age. We have seen that the state was 
dis solved into an ag gre gate of individuals un der the in flu ence of the nat u -
ral-sci en tific way of think ing. Bind ing them selves to gether con trac tu ally,
the individuals sub jected them selves to an ab so lutely sov er eign authority. 
The mod ern state was con structed ac cord ing to the mech a nis tic model of a 
ma chine – an in stru ment of con trol, as in the nat u ral-law the ory of
Thomas Hobbes, the hu man is tic con tem po rary of Ol i ver Cromwell.

We also noted that the free dom mo tive in the hu man is tic the ory of nat u -
ral law re acted against this mech a nis tic and absolutistic pic ture of the
state. Clas si cal lib er al ism, de fended also by Kant, sought to place the
[173] state in the ser vice of in di vid ual free dom. But even the “free in di -
vid ual” re mained an “el e ment” of so ci ety. Kant dis played the un mis tak -
able signs of nat u ral-scientific thought of the day. Be cause of its over es ti -
ma tion of the in di vid ual, lib er al ism be came un re al is tic, col or less, and
alien to so cial re al ity.

Nev er the less, the hu man is tic teach ing of nat u ral law had great sig nif i -
cance for the evolution of both the mod ern idea of the state and the idea of
civil pri vate law with its ba sic principles of hu man rights, free dom, and
equality be fore the law. The same must be said for the var i ous con cep tions 
of de moc racy de vel oped on a hu man is tic ba sis: rep re sen ta tive de moc racy
and rad i cal or di rect de moc racy.

It is nec es sary that we keep the whole pan orama of the first phase of hu -
man ism’s de vel op ment clearly in view in or der to un der stand the enor -
mous re ac tion of the free dom motive against the clas si cal way of think ing
in hu man ism’s sub se quent pe riod. [174]
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Chapter 7

Romantic Redirection
The French Rev o lu tion fi nally trans lated the in di vid u al is tic no tions in
the hu man is tic the ory of nat u ral law into po lit i cal re al ity. How ever, the
Rev o lu tion was soon fol lowed by the great re ac tion of the Res to ra tion
pe riod. The Res to ra tion pe riod ini ti ated a new spir i tual up heaval within
the hu man is tic worldview. It was a time of fer ment and spir i tual con fu -
sion in which many again dreamed of a syn the sis be tween Chris tian ity
and hu man ism, as in our own post war pe riod. But in ac tual re al ity hu -
man ism main tained the ab so lute spir i tual lead er ship in west ern cul ture.

The New Per son al ity Ideal

The re li gious turn within hu man ism’s worldview oc curred from out of
its deep est dy namic; namely, the free dom mo tive of the per son al ity
ideal. Dur ing the Res to ra tion pe riod the per son al ity ideal be gan to
eman ci pate it self from the in flu ences of the clas si cal na ture mo tive and
its mech a nis tic world pic ture. The per son al ity ideal ac quired a new and
ir ra tio nal form which as sim i lated and re in ter preted many fa mil iar Chris -
tian mo tives in a hu man is tic fash ion. Even prom i nent Chris tian think ers
and states men, Ro man Cath o lic as well as Protestant, were mis led by
this and mis took the new spir i tual move ment as a de pend able ally in
their fun da men tal bat tle against the rev o lu tion ary prin ci ples. We shall
at tempt to sketch this new spir i tual move ment within hu man ism in
terms of the in ner di a lec tic of hu man ism’s own ground-motive. [175]

As we saw ear lier, Kant had con fined the clas si cal ideal of sci ence and
its mech a nis tic view of na ture to the area of sensorily per cep ti ble phe nom -
ena. But within this lim ited realm of “na ture” he had com pletely ac cepted
the sci ence ideal. In his con cep tion, “na ture” and “free dom” were sep a -
rated from each other by an un bridge able gap, though he granted re li gious
pri or ity to the free dom mo tive. How ever, even in Kant’s view of the free -
dom and au ton omy of hu man per son al ity, one can clearly de tect the in flu -
ence of the nat u ral-scientific at ti tude of the En light en ment. Af ter all, he
re tained the En light en ment’s in di vid u al is tic and ra tio nal is tic ori en ta tion
in his own view of hu man per son al ity.
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In the ra tio nal is tic view of na ture main tained by the clas si cal sci ence
ideal there was no place for a proper rec og ni tion of the true in di vid u al ity
of things. Af ter all, ir re duc ible in di vid u al ity did not fit a view of na ture in
which all com plex phe nom ena are dis solved into their sim plest and col or -
less “el e ments” and wholly de ter mined by uni ver sal laws of na ture. In this 
view a par tic u lar phe nom e non can be re duced to a spe cific in stance that
ex em pli fies the va lid ity of a uni ver sal law or rule.

In Kant’s con cep tion of hu man per son al ity one can still de tect this type
of ra tio nal ism. In his char ac ter iza tion of the au ton omy of hu man per son al -
ity, the true hu man au tos (the self hood or the ego) is known only by means 
of the uni ver sal form of the moral law (the no mos). Kant’s rig or ous eth ics
of law left no room for rec og niz ing the value of in di vid ual dis po si tion.
With re spect to the uni ver sal, moral law, all peo ple are merely in dis tinct
“in di vid u als” who lack real in di vid u al ity.

Con versely, this ra tio nal is tic and in di vid u al is tic view of the per son al ity 
ideal did not grant the true idea of com mu nity its right ful place. Kant
shared with the en tire En light en ment the in di vid u al is tic view of so ci ety
pro duced by the overextension of the nat u ral-scientific way of think ing.
For him the state is an ag gre gate of in di vid u als joined to gether un der gen -
eral le gal rules of con duct by means of a so cial con tract. For him even
mar riage is not a true com mu nity. He viewed it merely as a con tract be -
tween two in di vid u als of dif fer ent sex for the mu tual and last ing pos ses -
sion of each other’s bod ies.

Ro man ti cism and the “Storm and Stress” [Sturm und Drang] move -
ment bit terly op posed this ra tio nal is tic and in di vid u al is tic view of the per -
son al ity ideal. For Ro man ti cism the mo tive of free dom de manded a dif -
fer ent un der stand ing of per son al ity. Kant’s “bour geois mo ral ity” was rid -
i culed al ready in the early years of the Ro man tic era. The Ro man tics did
not wish to in ter pret the au ton omy of the per son in such a way that the hu -
man au tos, the true self, would lose it self in the no mos, the uni ver sal
moral law. On the con trary, for them the no mos, the rule for hu man con -
duct, must find its or i gin in the full in di vid u al ity of the au tos, [176] in
one’s in di vid ual dis po si tion. Hu man per son al ity must in deed be a law
unto it self! But if this is taken se ri ously, then the law must be wholly in di -
vid ual, in har mony with each per son’s dis po si tion and spe cial call ing.

Early Ro man ti cism placed this “eth ics of ge nius” over against “bour -
geois eth ics.” The the sis that gen eral laws are com pletely op posed to true
mo ral ity typ i fied the change from a ra tio nal is tic to an irrationalistic con -
cep tion of the au ton o mous per son al ity. Hu man ism’s turn to the other ex -
treme, a turn that com pletely dis missed the va lid ity of bind ing uni ver sal
laws, led to dan ger ously an ar chis tic con se quences, par tic u larly in the area 
of sex ual re la tion ships.
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Early Ro man ti cism de vel oped the “mo ral ity of ge nius” es pe cially in an
aes thetic di rec tion. For Kant, in di vid u al ity was just as valid in the realm
of art as in the realm of or ganic life. But Kant did not un der stand this va -
lid ity in a sci en tific way, which is di rected at de ter min ing ob jec tive states
of af fairs in re al ity. Rather, the claims of the in di vid ual with re spect to art
were made on the grounds of a per son’s sub jec tive power of judg ment
which can not claim to grasp re al ity ob jec tively but makes judg ments only
on the ba sis of the sub jec tive im pres sions of a pur pose ful ar range ment na -
ture makes on one’s fac ulty of judg ment. Only in re la tion to this re stric -
tion did Kant treat the ge nius of the art ist and did he speak of the im pres -
sion of the “har mo ni ous re la tion be tween na ture and free dom” which the
work of art makes on one’s aes thetic fac ulty of judg ment.

Ro man ti cism made this con cep tion of the work of art its start ing point
and trans ferred it to its “eth ics of ge nius.” For in stance, the sex ual sur ren -
der of a woman to a man out of spon ta ne ous love – quite apart from the
civil bond of marriage – was glo ri fied as aes thetic har mony be tween “sen -
su ous na ture” and “spir i tual free dom.” Friedrich Schlegel’s ro mance,
Lucinde, glo ri fied this kind of “free love” which is guided only by the har -
mony of the sen sual and spir i tual in cli na tions of the in di vid ual man and
woman.1 Johann Fichte [1762-1814] also de fended this “free love” in one
pe riod of his thought.

The Ro man tic glo ri fi ca tion of sex ual love was char ac ter is tic of a new
type of in di vid u al ism which arose as a re sult of a shift from ra tio nal ism to
irrationalism. Ro man ti cism sum moned its ad her ents to ex press this sub -
jec tive, in di vid ual in cli na tion in an aes thetic har mony be tween sen sual
na ture and spir i tual free dom in to tal dis re gard for the gen eral rules of eth -
ics es tab lished to guide the spir it less “masses.” [177]

In or der to es cape the an ar chis tic im pli ca tions of its new per son al ity
ideal, irrationalistic Ro man ti cism needed to dis cover lim its for the in di -
vid ual free dom of the au ton o mous per son al ity. But such lim its could of
course not be sought in a uni ver sally valid moral law. They could only be
found by view ing the in di vid ual per son as a mem ber of an all-embracing
com mu nity which it self pos sesses a uniquely in di vid ual dis po si tion and
per son al ity. The ra tio nal is tic con cep tion of the per son as a non de script
individual – a con cep tion in which only the gen eral idea of free dom and
au ton omy de manded prac ti cal realization – had to yield to an irratio -
nalistic con cep tion of the free per son al ity as a wholly in di vid ual mem ber
of the spir i tual com mu nity of hu man kind which dif fer en ti ates it self in a
va ri ety of in di vid ual par tial com mu ni ties such as the peo ples and na tions
of the world.
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It seemed that with this change Ro man ti cism had given the old, ab -
stract, and ra tio nal is tic idea of world cit i zen ship a much richer con tent,
filled with in di vid u al ity. Au ton o mous and free per son al ity could now ex -
press its in di vid ual in cli na tion fully. But this in di vid u al ity of any par tic u -
lar per son is co-determined by that per son’s fam ily, peo ple, and the na -
tional com mu nity of which she is a mem ber. Ro man ti cism no lon ger ac -
knowl edged the ex is tence of “a uni ver sal hu man be ing” as a non de script
in di vid ual with hu man rights; it viewed the in di vid ual per son al ity only as
a mem ber of this in di vid ual na tional whole.

The hu man is tic per son al ity ideal thus deep ened and broad ened it self as
a com mu nity ideal. In its irrationalistic turn it si mul ta neously ac quired a
uni ver sal ist ic char ac ter. Free dom and au ton omy were con ceived of as the
free dom and au ton omy of the in di vid ual com mu nity of per sons. This uni -
ver sal ism is the ide ol ogy of com mu nity.

Ide ol ogy of Com mu nity

We have now be come ac quainted with the uni ver sal ist ic con cep tion of
the hu man is tic per son al ity ideal. We have seen how Ro man ti cism,
which ac quired its spir i tual in flu ence af ter the French Rev o lu tion, re -
sisted the in di vid u al is tic un der stand ing of the hu man is tic free dom mo -
tive. That un der stand ing had been in flu enced by the clas si cal hu man is -
tic sci ence ideal, which ex pli cated all com plex nat u ral phe nom ena in
terms of their sim plest el e ments in ac cor dance with the nat u ral-scientific 
method.  Hu man so ci ety too was seen in terms of its el e men tary com po -
nents. The free, au ton o mous in di vid ual was viewed as this el e men tary
com po nent which thus con sti tuted the point of de par ture for the mod ern
con cep tion of the law of na ture and the nat u ral-law con struc tion of hu -
man so ci ety. As we saw [178] ear lier, this in di vid u al is tic the ory was ra -
tio nal is tic; that is, the the ory at tempted to dis solve what was irrational – 
namely, the in com pre hen si ble in di vid u al ity of sub jec tive hu man life –
into ra tio nally in tel li gi ble and trans par ent in stances of uni ver sal law-
 con formities. The model and guide for this at tempt had been the nat u -
ral-scientific thought of the day. The clas si cal sci ence ideal sought to
ac com plish a ra tio nal con trol of “na ture” by dis cov er ing the gen eral
laws that gov ern phe nom ena. To this end it was es sen tial that the “com -
po nents,” in terms of which com plex phe nom ena were to be un der stood, 
be stripped of any ir ra tio nal char ac ter is tics so that they could be grasped 
in clear and trans par ent uni ver sal con cepts.

Thus the “au ton o mous in di vid ual,” in terms of whom com plex so ci etal
phe nom ena were con structed, was the ra tio nal com po nent of all so cial re -
la tions, stripped of all au then tic in di vid u al ity and en dowed only with the
uni ver sal fac ul ties of rea son and will which were viewed as au ton o mous
and free in ac cor dance with the hu man is tic free dom mo tive. This was the
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back ground of the proc la ma tion of the French Rev o lu tion: free dom and
equal ity for all hu man in di vid u als.

In op po si tion to this in di vid u al is tic and ra tio nal is tic view of the hu man -
is tic per son al ity ideal, Ro man ti cism pos ited its uni ver sal ist ic and irratio -
nalistic con cep tion. For Ro man ti cism the au ton o mous free dom of the hu -
man per son al ity can not be un der stood in terms of a uni ver sal col or less in -
di vid ual con sti tuted by ra tio nal law ful re la tion ships, but rather in terms of
the fully in di vid ual dis po si tion of a per son. In ac cor dance with the hu -
man is tic ground-motive, a per son’s in di vid ual and ir ra tio nal dis po si tion
is a law unto it self. The in di vid ual and ul ti mately ir ra tio nal dis po si tion of
a per son can not be grasped in terms of any uni ver sal con cept of un der -
stand ing. Yet, in ac cor dance with the hu man is tic ground-motive, it must
be a law unto it self. A ge nius like Na po leon, for ex am ple, can not be
judged in terms of uni ver sal stan dards. The au ton o mous free dom of hu -
man kind re quires that ge nius be un der stood in a strictly in di vid ual sense.

In or der to avoid the an ar chis tic im pli ca tions of this break with uni ver -
sal laws and norms for judg ment, Ro man ti cism needed new ties to re strict
the in di vid ual per son al ity in some fash ion. The lim its to the ex pres sion of
per son al ity were found not in a gen eral law judg ing all hu man be ings but
only in the in di vid ual’s mem ber ship in a higher hu man com mu nity which
had a com pletely in di vid ual dis po si tion it self. Ro man ti cism en throned the 
na tional com mu nity and its ut terly in di vid ual, na tional spirit [volksgeest]. 
This com mu nity re placed the in dis tinct in di vid ual of hu man is tic nat u ral
law and of the French Rev o lu tion. Ab stract in di vid u als, in stances of the
gen eral con cept of “a hu man be ing,” do not ex ist. In di vid ual Ger mans,
French men, Eng lish men, Dutch men do ex ist; and their in di vid u al ity is de -
ter mined by the in di vid ual char ac ter of the volk to which they be long.
They share in that char ac ter be cause they have or gan i cally [natur -
wüchsig] come forth out of [179] a spe cific peo ple. The wholly in di vid ual 
char ac ter or spirit of a peo ple is also the free and au ton o mous source of its
cul ture, state, le gal sys tem, art, so cial cus toms, and moral stan dards. In
other words, moral rules and pos i tive laws valid for so ci etal re la tion ships
are the au ton o mous prod ucts of the spirit of an in di vid ual peo ple and
there fore can not serve as the nor ma tive stan dards for other peo ples which
pos sess a dif fer ent in di vid ual char ac ter or dis po si tion. This is thus the
irrationalistic and uni ver sal ist ic change in the hu man is tic free dom mo -
tive.

A new ide ol ogy of com mu nity was the im me di ate re sult of this change.
Ro man ti cism replaced the gos pel of the au ton o mous and non de script in -
di vid ual with the gos pel of the au ton o mous and in di vid ual com mu nity.
Both Ro man ti cism and all of post-Kantian “free dom ide al ism” clung to
the idea of a “com mu nity of hu man kind” of which all other com mu ni ties
are in di vid ual parts. This idea con sti tuted Ro man ti cism’s “idea of hu man -
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ity” or, in Goe the’s words, re spect for what ever “bears the hu man coun te -
nance” [was Menschen antlitz trägt]. But the com mu nity of hu man kind
re mained an eter nal, supratemporal ideal which man i fests it self in tem po -
ral so ci ety only in in di vid ual, na tional com mu ni ties.

I trust that by now the in trin si cally hu man is tic or i gin of this new com -
mu nity ide ol ogy is ev i dent. This is a cru cial mat ter since this ide ol ogy
again poses a dan ger ous threat in our own day, as it is ir rec on cil ably en -
gaged in a bat tle against the scrip tural ground-motive of cre ation, fall, and 
re demp tion in Je sus Christ.

The com mu nity ide ol ogy clearly con flicts with the scrip tural mo tive of
cre ation. Those who take the bib li cal cre ation mo tive se ri ously will never
be guided by the idea of an au ton o mous na tional spirit which in its ab so -
lute in di vid u al ity is its own law and stan dard. They will never view a tem -
po ral com mu nity as the to tal ity of all hu man re la tion ships of which the
other so ci etal spheres are merely de pend ent parts. On the con trary, they
will ac cept the sov er eignty of these spheres, all of which have a dis tinct
char ac ter of their own be cause of their cre ated in ner na ture. They will
never at tempt to re duce the hor i zon tal so ci etal interlinkages [maatschaps -
betrekkingen; coordinational re la tion ships] be tween dis tinct com mu ni ties 
or be tween in di vid ual per sons in their co or di nate re la tions to com mu nal
bonds. In other words, they will be on guard against any over extension or
absolutization of a tem po ral com mu nity at the ex pense of so ci etal re la -
tions which, be cause of their in her ent na ture, are non communal in na ture.
In short, who ever takes the bib li cal cre ation mo tive se ri ously will never
be able to ac cept the di lemma be tween in di vid u al ism and uni ver sal ism,
the ex al ta tion of ei ther the “autarkic in di vid ual” or the “au ton o mous com -
mu nity.” [180]

For some it is dif fi cult to un der stand that uni ver sal ism, with its com mu -
nity ide ol ogy, is es sen tially un scrip tural. Why is it that many Chris tians
con demn in di vid u al ism but be lieve that uni ver sal ism, which views tem -
po ral so ci ety as a to tal com mu nity of or ganic parts, is ba si cally a Chris tian 
no tion? The so lu tion to this rid dle is not dif fi cult. They ap peal to bib li cal
state ments which teach that God made all hu man kind “of one blood.”
[Acts 17:26; KJV.] Scrip ture it self pro claims that hu man kind is one great
com mu nity, orig i nat ing in Adam and Eve. Is n’t this pre cisely the claim of
the uni ver sal ist ic the ory of so ci ety? Cer tainly not! The ge netic or i gin or
the way in which the hu man race orig i nated with re spect to its bodily ex is -
tence sheds no light on the in ter nal char ac ter and struc ture of the tem po -
rally dis tinct spheres of life in which God placed us.

If we carry the idea of Chris tian ac cep tance of uni ver sal ism to its log i cal 
con clu sion, the ar gu ment would pro ceed as fol lows. The tem po ral so ci ety
of hu man kind is one large fa mil ial com mu nity founded on the bonds of
blood. This fa mil ial com mu nity is a tem po ral to tal ity of which all spe cific
life-spheres are merely or ganic parts. Thus kin ship bonds, in di vid ual fam -
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i lies, states, ec cle si as ti cal com mu ni ties, eco nomic struc tures, trade and in -
dus try are all equally parts of the fa mil ial com mu nity of hu man kind.
Since parts must obey the law of the whole, the prin ci ple of the fam ily is
the true law for ev ery spe cific life-sphere.

But, we must ask, is it in deed in har mony with Scrip ture to sub ject the
life of the state to the law that gov erns the fam ily? And is it pos si ble to op -
er ate a mod ern in dus trial con cern ac cord ing to the ex am ple of the fam ily?
Clearly, who ever thinks in terms of this kind of uni ver sal ism must be gin
by elim i nat ing the in ter nal na tures of the var i ous life-spheres that ex ist in -
de pend ently of the man ner in which the hu man race takes on bodily form
in the course of time.

But even a thinker like Abra ham Kuyper, the great cham pion of the
prin ci ple of sphere sov er eignty, oc ca sion ally strayed into this uni ver sal -
ist ic trap by ap peal ing to the gen e sis of hu man kind out of “one blood.”
Where in his works he started to fol low this uni ver sal ist ic di rec tion, he
proved at the same time to be once again sus cep ti ble to the uni ver sal ist ic
the ory of the “na tional com mu nity” un der stood as an in di vid ual whole
em brac ing all of the hu man so ci etal spheres. Then the doc trine of sphere
sov er eignty is given a turn in which the clear, scrip tural con tours of his fa -
mous speech Sphere Sov er eignty1 can hardly [181] be rec og nized. Then
“na tion” and “gov ern ment” are pro claimed to be two sov er eign spheres of 
life: the na tion [volk] as the in di vid ual, to tal com mu nity em brac ing ev ery
nat u ral, “or gan i cally grown” so ci etal re la tion ship; and the gov ern ment as
a mech a nis tic, “sur gi cal” de vice which must not tam per with the rights of
a “sov er eign peo ple.” Then the in ner na ture of the state is once again de -
nied when the other, non po lit i cal spheres of so ci ety, as au ton o mous el e -
ments of the nat u ral life of the peo ple [volk], are in fused into it. Then we
note the ap pear ance of the dan ger ous the ory of “or ganic fran chise” and
the de fence of a sys tem in which “cor po rate” as well as “po lit i cal” in ter -
ests are rep re sented. Then “sphere sov er eignty” is re duced to the con sti tu -
tional guar an tee of par lia men tary rep re sen ta tion against usur pa tions of
power on the part of the gov ern ment. A mea gre guar an tee in deed!

In con trast, the Word of God teaches us to see all tem po ral spheres of
so ci ety in terms of the cre ated root-community [wortel-gemeen schap] of
hu man kind that fell from God in Adam, but that was re stored to com mu -
nion with God in Je sus Christ. But this root-com munity of hu man kind, re -
vealed to us in the Word of God, is not tem po ral in na ture. It bears a spir i -
tual, cen tral-religious char ac ter. It touches the re la tion of hu man kind to
God.

If we take our point of de par ture in the rev e la tion of the spir i tual
root-community of hu man kind, then we stand in im pla ca ble an tith e sis to
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ev ery uni ver sal ist ic com mu nity ide ol ogy that con sid ers a tem po ral com -
mu nity to be the to tal ity of all so ci etal re la tion ships. Only the spir i tual
root-community in Je sus Christ bears a gen u inely to tal i tar ian char ac ter.
Ev ery other com mu nity ide ol ogy orig i nates in the spirit of dark ness.

The New Sci ence Ideal

We have now traced in some de tail the re di rec tion in the con cep tion of
the hu man is tic free dom mo tive. The uni ver sal ist ic ap proach pushed the
in di vid u al is tic view to the back ground. Ra tio nal ism, which at tempted to 
con strue so ci ety out of its sim plest elements – individuals – and which
tried to re duce all in di vid u al ity to a uni ver sal, con cep tu ally de fin able
rule or reg u lar ity, gave way to an irrationalism which did the op po site:
it el e vated the in di vid ual dis po si tion or spirit of a peo ple to the sta tus of
a spe cial rule which can not be ap plied to other peo ples and na tions.

It is a mat ter of course that this new con cep tion of the free dom mo tive
would also have def i nite re per cus sions in the realm of sci ence. The nat u -
ral-scientific stand point of the clas si cal sci ence ideal had lost its at trac -
tion; the new uni ver sal ist ic ap proach re jected the sci en tific method [182]
that di vided a com plex phe nom e non into its sim plest “el e ments.” In stead,
tak ing its point of de par ture from the in di vid ual whole, the new uni ver sal -
ism pro ceeded to un der stand the pe cu liar place and func tion of the parts in 
terms of the whole. Its fo cus was con stantly on the in di vid u al ity of phe -
nom ena.

The sci ence of his tory lent it self par tic u larly to the ap pli ca tion of this
new method, since the his to rian sought the o ret i cal in sight into what was
in di vid ual and unique [einmalig]. When at tempt ing to de scribe his tor i cal
phe nom ena, the con cern of his to ri ans was to grasp the phe nom ena in the
his tor i cal con text of a given pe riod. When an a lyz ing the High Re nais -
sance, for in stance, they dealt with a his tor i cal whole of a com pletely in di -
vid ual char ac ter which im me di ately dif fer en ti ated it self ac cord ing to the
na tional pe cu liar i ties of the dif fer ent peo ples. In this kind of study the his -
to rian is not con cerned with find ing uni ver sal laws which de ter mine the
course of in di vid ual events, as had been the pro ce dure by which clas si cal
nat u ral sci ence sought to de ter mine nat u ral phe nom ena.

It seemed, then, that the new his tor i cal way of think ing op posed the nat -
u ral-scientific method in ev ery re spect. For ex am ple, the his tor i cal ap -
proach im plied that one must see the pres ent as de pend ent upon the past.
Cul tural de vel op ment oc curs only in con for mity with the line of his tor i cal 
con ti nu ity. His tor i cal tra di tion is the link which ties the pres ent to the past. 
Tra di tion em bod ies it self in cul tural trea sures which are not ac quired by
iso lated “in di vid u als” but in the course of gen er a tions. This his tor i cal tra -
di tion again is not iden ti cal for ev ery na tion but pres ents in di vid ual vari -
ants in ac cor dance with the in di vid ual char ac ter or spirit of a peo ple
[Volksgeist].
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From the van tage point of the hu man is tic ground-motive, it seemed that 
his tor i cal de vel op ment con sti tuted a “di a lec tic” link be tween “na ture”
and “free dom.” (Di a lec tic then re fers to the pro cess of break ing through
con trasts.) At first sight “cul ture” seems to be the free and au ton o mous
prod uct of an “in di vid ual na tional spirit.” But fur ther re flec tion makes
clear that this in di vid ual “cre ative free dom” has its re verse side in a hid -
den “nat u ral ne ces sity.” Un like the think ers of the French Rev o lu tion, the
new his tor i cal think ers could not view “free dom” in a ra tio nal is tic and in -
di vid u al is tic fash ion. The lead ers of the Rev o lu tion be lieved that they
were free of the past and that they could thus seek to re al ize their rev o lu -
tion ary ideas for all times and peo ples. They thought they could be gin
with a “clean slate” and in tro duced the rev o lu tion ary cal en dar with the
year one. But the his tor i cal way of thought brought to the fore the de pend -
ence of ev ery na tional spirit upon its own in di vid ual past and upon its own 
tra di tion. A “hid den law” was at work in this de pend ence. The Ro man tics
were fond of call ing this law “di vine [183] prov i dence.” But just as of ten
they called it – with out ref er ence to the fa mil iar Chris tian ter mi nol ogy –
the des tiny [Schicksal] of a peo ple.

This new his tor i cal way of thought, which we have al ready ex am ined in 
an ear lier con text, was el e vated to the sta tus of a new sci ence ideal which
de manded rec og ni tion not only in the sci ence of his tory but in ev ery area
of sci en tific in quiry. Historicism, the new hu man is tic view of re al ity,
orig i nated in this way. Just as the clas si cal sci ence ideal of hu man ism
viewed all of re al ity from the per spec tive of nat u ral sci ence, so historicism 
viewed all of re al ity from the per spec tive of his tor i cal de vel op ment. Just
as the clas si cal sci ence ideal absolutized the as pect of me chan i cal mo tion,
so the his tor i cal sci ence ideal absolutized the as pect of his tory.

In the es ti ma tion of historicism the ear lier nat u ral-scientific way of
think ing was not even valid in the area of nat u ral phe nom ena. Na ture as
well as cul ture re quired his tor i cal anal y sis; for, like hu man cul ture, the
earth, the heav ens, plants, and an i mals were prod ucts of de vel op ment.
“Nat u ral his tory” pref aced “cul tural his tory,” the his tory of hu man ity. Na -
ture it self con tained the hid den traces of “cre ative free dom.” Phys i cists
had re cently dis cov ered elec tri cal phe nom ena which could not eas ily be
ex plained in terms of the model of me chan i cal mo tion. To the Ro man tics
this in ad e quacy of the mech a nis tic frame work proved that even in “na -
ture” the con cept of “me chan i cal cau sa tion” could not be main tained con -
sis tently since “in di vid ual free dom” op er ated even in the phe nom ena of
phys ics.

The Ro man tics saw a grad ual in crease in the “cre ative free dom” within
“na ture,” es pe cially with ref er ence to the world of “liv ing or gan isms”
which were pre em i nently suited to the uni ver sal ist ic way of think ing. The
or gan ism was in ves ti gated not as a me chan i cal ag gre gate of at oms but as a 
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whole com posed of or ganic parts whose spe cific func tion could be un der -
stood only with ref er ence to the in di vid ual whole. Thus “na ture” it self re -
vealed a di a lec ti cal in ter play be tween “free dom” and “ne ces sity” which
seemed to co here with the his tor i cal char ac ter of the whole of re al ity. In
this way the link be tween uni ver sal ism and histo ricism was es tab lished
over the en tire spec trum.

Like the clas si cal sci ence ideal, the new his tor i cal sci ence ideal arose
from the free dom mo tive of hu man ism. The his tor i cal ap proach merely
gave the free dom mo tive a new uni ver sal ist ic and “ir ra tio nal” di rec tion.
But the new sci ence ideal did not over come the in ner con flict within the
re li gious ground-motive of hu man ism. In time it too would come into
con flict with the free dom mo tive. As a mat ter of fact, the historicistic way
of thought would even tu ally cause an in ner cri sis within the hu man is tic
worldview. In our day this cri sis dis plays it self in the spir i tual [184] up -
root ed ness of those who seek to live out of the hu man is tic ground- motive.

How ever, be fore we turn to the most re cent course of de vel op ment
within hu man ism, we must pay at ten tion to two sig nif i cant mat ters. In the
first place, we must take note of the de plor able in flu ence of historicism on
those Chris tian think ers and states men who had taken a po si tion against
the prin ci ples of the French Rev o lu tion. In the sec ond place, we must deal
with the al li ance be tween historicism and mod ern so ci ol ogy (the sci ence
of hu man so ci ety) and point to the dan gers which be gan to threaten Chris -
tian thought from this an gle.

Coun ter-revolution and Chris tian ity

Clearly, hu man ism’s shift to the his tor i cal way of think ing and to the
uni ver sal ist ic over es ti ma tion of the com mu nity was a re ac tion ary phe -
nom e non in the his tory of the West. The real mean ing of the so-called
Res to ra tion pe riod, which fol lowed upon the fall of Na po leon, was
deeply per me ated by these new hu man is tic mo tives. The Res to ra tion
clearly dis played the na ture-free dom po lar ity of the hu man is tic re li gious 
ground-mo tive. Over es ti ma tion of the au ton o mous com mu nity fol lowed 
the absolutization of free and au ton o mous in di vid u als in the pre vi ous
pe riod of hu man ism. Irrationalism coun tered the ra tio nal is tic over em -
pha sis on law ful ness or on the uni ver sal rule by over em pha siz ing in di -
vid u al ity and the ut terly unique. And overextension of historicistic
think ing re placed overextension of nat u ral-sci en tific think ing.

The new cur rent within hu man ism was con ser va tive in ev ery re spect. It
de fended tra di tion against the ir re press ible urge for re newal felt by those
more pro gres sively in clined, those who rep re sented the spir its of the En -
light en ment and the French Rev o lu tion. The con ser va tive char ac ter of this 
di rec tion within hu man ism must be clearly seen. The eigh teenth cen tury
En light en ment and the French Rev o lu tion were in deed re new ing and pro -
gres sive forces in his tor i cal de vel op ment. Al though rooted in the hu man -
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is tic ground-mo tive, they ful filled a task of their own with re spect to the
dis clo sure of west ern cul ture. The idea of hu man rights and the idea that
the state is a re pub li can in sti tu tion serv ing the com mon good were the in -
spir ing slo gans in the bat tle against the un dif fer en ti ated con di tions of feu -
dal so ci ety.

In an ear lier con text I ex plained that the first un mis tak able in di ca tions
of gen u ine his tor i cal prog ress are to be found in the break ing up of the un -
dif fer en ti ated spheres of life which em brace per sons in all of their [185]
re la tions and which al ways have the char ac ter of to tal i tar ian com mu ni ties. 
As soon as the pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion be gins, un dif fer en ti ated com mu -
ni ties are doomed to dis ap pear. They then break up into dif fer en ti ated
spheres, each of which has its own spe cific des ti na tion but none of which
– in terms of its in ner nature – can then pre tend to be the to tal i tar ian com -
mu nity which em braces in di vid u als in ev ery area of their lives. Only with
this pro cess of dif fer en ti a tion is room cre ated for the rec og ni tion of the
rights of in di vid u als as such, in de pend ent of a per son’s mem ber ship in
par tic u lar com mu ni ties like kin ship bonds, na tion, fam ily, or church.
What is called civil pri vate law is a prod uct of this pro cess of de vel op -
ment. In terms of its in ner na ture, civil pri vate law is based on the rights of
in di vid u als and can not tol er ate de pend ence on race or na tion al ity. Free -
dom and equal ity in a civil-legal sense were thus clearly not just hol low
slo gans of the French Rev o lu tion.

Such hu man rights did not ex ist in ei ther prim i tive Ger manic law or in
feu dal so ci ety. Un der na zism we have ex pe ri enced what it means when
civil-le gal free dom and equal ity are abol ished and when a per son’s le gal
sta tus de pends upon the com mu nity of “blood and soil.” A sys tem of pri -
vate civil law can only be re al ized when the state has been es tab lished as
res publica, as a pub lic in sti tu tion, to ter mi nate the rule of pri vate feu dal
lords and to make all of its mem bers equally sub jects of pub lic gov ern -
men tal au thor ity in pub lic-le gal free dom and equal ity. Both of these in sti -
tu tions – the sys tem of the state and the sys tem of civil pri vate law – were
first fully in tro duced by the French Rev o lu tion.

How ever, be cause of the rev o lu tion ary prin ci ples un der ly ing the Rev o -
lu tion, these fruits were not pro duced with out blem ish. Hu man is tic in di -
vid u al ism led to over ex tend ing the civil-le gal and the pub lic-le gal idea of
free dom and equal ity. Hence it did not rec og nize the rights of the pri vate,
nonstate com mu ni ties in so ci ety. It re spected only free and au ton o mous
in di vid u als and their coun ter part, the state, which was founded on the
treach er ous, in di vid u al is tic grounds of pop u lar sov er eignty and so cial
con tract. This rev o lu tion ary in di vid u al ism, which re jected not only the
sov er eignty of God but also the sphere sov er eignty based on it, had no
feel ing for his tor i cal con ti nu ity in cul ture and could not pro vide a sta ble
foun da tion for gov ern men tal au thor ity. The idea of the state, hardly re al -
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ized, be came the vic tim of the rev o lu tion ary con se quences of the prin ci ple 
of pop u lar sov er eignty. France pre sented Eu rope with the spec ta cle of
per ma nent rev o lu tion that could be smoth ered only tem po rarily by the
iron fist of a dic ta tor.

The Res to ra tion pe riod ap pealed to the new his tor i cal and uni ver sal ist ic 
[186] trend within hu man ism for sup port against this rev o lu tion ary, ra tio -
nal is tic in di vid u al ism, plac ing it self on the side of his tor i cal tra di tion and
pre sent ing it self as the force of pres er va tion and con ser va tion. It did not
dis play truly pro gres sive and re new ing ten den cies. Its pri mary sig nif i -
cance lay in its new in sight into his tor i cal de vel op ment, its stress on the
na tional in di vid u al ity of peo ples, and its em pha sis upon the com mu nity
over against the ra tio nal is tic in di vid u al ism of the French Rev o lu tion
which ne glected the sig nif i cance of gen u ine com mu nal re la tion ships.

But the Res to ra tion’s re ac tion against the unhistorical, ra tio nal is tic, and 
in di vid u al is tic traits of the En light en ment con tained great dan gers. The
new historicism en cour aged a view of hu man so ci ety that ex cluded the ac -
cep tance of firm norms and clear lim its be tween so ci etal struc tures. The
Res to ra tion im peded a cor rect in sight into the sig nif i cance of the French
Rev o lu tion for west ern cul ture by relativizing the ba sic dif fer ences be -
tween the dif fer en ti ated and un dif fer en ti ated struc ture of so ci ety. Its uni -
ver sal ist ic thought pat tern led to a dan ger ous com mu nity ide ol ogy which
no lon ger rec og nized the es sen tial im port of hu man rights nor the in ner
na ture of civil pri vate law. The His tor i cal School ad vo cated the false no -
tion that civil law is re ally folk law [volksrecht] and thus paved the way
for na tional so cial ism with its volk ide ol ogy.

Re gret ta bly, lead ing Chris tian think ers and states men of the Res to ra -
tion pe riod did not per ceive the hu man is tic ground-mo tive of the new
spir i tual move ment. Both Ro man Cath o lic and protestant think ers sought
sup port from the new uni ver sal ism and historicism in bat tling the prin ci -
ples of the French Rev o lu tion. Ro man Cath o lic think ers like Louis de
Bonald [1754-1840], Jo seph de Maistre [1753-1821], and Pi erre Bal -
lanche [1776-1847] drew in spi ra tion from the new hu man is tic move ment
in or der to glo rify the mys ti cal beauty of me di eval so ci ety and to de -
nounce the cold ra tio nal ism and in di vid u al ism of the French Rev o lu tion.
They claimed that me di eval so ci ety had re al ized the true com mu nity
ideal. “Nat u ral” life, formed or gan i cally in guilds and me di eval towns,
was over arched by the “supranatural” com mu nity of the church, headed
by the Vicar of Christ. With these think ers the his tor i cal way of thought
dis played def i nite re ac tion ary ten den cies.

Al though prot es tants re jected the typ i cally Ro man Cath o lic char ac ter -
is tics of this re ac tion ary so cial idea, they too ap pealed to the un dif fer en ti -
ated re la tion ships of feu dal so ci ety. Coun ter-rev o lu tion ary ten den cies be -
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came ap par ent here which re jected civil-le gal free dom and equal ity and
the re pub li can idea of the state as fruits of the rev o lu tion ary spirit.

The well-known book by the Swiss no ble man Lud wig von Haller, [187] 
Restauration der Staatswissenschaften,1 even led Groen van Prinsterer
into this er ror dur ing the first phase of his in tel lec tual de vel op ment. The
dan ger ous or i gin of historicism was not fath omed. The very found ers of
the His tor i cal School in Ger many were de vout Lu ther ans. And the man ner 
in which the Ro man tics, par tic u larly the phi los o pher Friedrich Schelling
[1775-1854], were able to link historicism with the fa mil iar doc trine of di -
vine prov i dence, blinded many be liev ers. The Ro man tics no lon ger rid i -
culed the Chris tian faith. Near the end of his life Schelling wrote Philo -
sophie der Offenbarung, which seemed to re store or tho dox Chris tian dog -
mat ics to its place of honor by re ject ing the nar row-minded, ra tio nal is tic
crit i cism of Scrip ture de vel oped dur ing the En light en ment. Schelling
blamed Chris tian the ol ogy for its fear ful re treat from the con ceited cri -
tique of ra tio nal ism.

Who at that time could rec og nize that Schelling’s point of de par ture
was not the Chris tian re li gion but Vernunft, the new historicistic and uni -
ver sal ist ic di rec tion of the per son al ity ideal? Schelling warned his read ers
in ad vance that his Philosophie der Offenbarung should be un der stood ra -
tio nally; it should not be viewed as some sort of “Chris tian phi los o phy,”
for which he had no re spect. His new so-called “pos i tive phi los o phy” in -
tended to show only that it too could com pre hend the Chris tian truths in a
ra tio nal man ner.

None the less, this un nat u ral bond be tween the Chris tian faith and uni -
ver sal ist ic historicism took hold. It per sists even to day, ham per ing se ri -
ously the proper im pact of the scrip tural mo tive of cre ation, fall, and re -
demp tion. [188]
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Chapter 8

The Rise of So cial Thought

When in the first half of the nine teenth cen tury Chris tian ity and the new 
uni ver sal ist ic di rec tion within hu man ism formed a dan ger ous al li ance
against the prin ci ples of the French Rev o lu tion, a third party en tered the 
scene. It was greeted with sus pi cion by the oth ers, for it did not suit the
con ser va tive ori en ta tion of the Res to ra tion pe riod. Ro man ti cism and
free dom ide al ism had clothed them selves in Chris tian gar ments, but the
new ally clearly was nei ther Chris tian nor ide al is tic. To be sure, it did
re act with cyn i cal crit i cism to the “ide ol ogy” of the French Rev o lu tion,
and it did adapt it self to the historicistic and uni ver sal ist ic think ing of
the Res to ra tion. But the new ally be lieved that tra di tional Chris tian ity
was a his tor i cal phe nom e non that had out lived it self. Like wise, it coun -
tered ide al is tic hu man ism with a pro gram of a so-called “pos i tive phi -
los o phy” whose task it was to dis cover the gen eral laws gov ern ing the
his tor i cal de vel op ment of so ci ety. This pro gram called for an ex act in -
ves ti ga tion of brute so cial facts, free of ide al is tic prej u dice. This men ac -
ing party and hy brid was mod ern so ci ol ogy. Orig i nat ing in France, it
claimed that it was the new sci ence of society – a claim that was in deed
jus ti fied.

Birth of Mod ern So ci ol ogy

It is true that the phe nom ena of hu man so ci ety had drawn the at ten tion
of think ers since Greek and Ro man an tiq uity. But un til the nine teenth
cen tury these phe nom ena had al ways been treated within the frame work 
of po lit i cal the ory be cause the state was con sid ered the “per fect [189]
so ci ety” which em braced all other com mu ni ties that were rooted in the
ra tio nal, so cial na ture of hu man be ings. The later hu man is tic the ory of
the state, dat ing from the six teenth cen tury, did not de part from this tra -
di tional ap proach to so ci etal re la tion ships. Hu man is tic po lit i cal the ory
dis played two trends. In the first place we note a more em pir i cal ten -
dency, which was ori ented to an in quiry into fac tual so cial phe nom ena.
And in the sec ond place we de tect a more ap ri or is tic ten dency, es pe -
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cially in the nat u ral-law tra di tion, which at tempted to con strue and jus -
tify all so cial bonds in terms of a so cial con tract be tween in di vid u als.

Sim i larly, the His tor i cal School never taught that the in ves ti ga tion of
hu man so ci ety should be the con cern of “so ci ol ogy” un der stood as an in -
de pend ent sci ence. The His tor i cal School merely in tro duced a new “so -
cio log i cal at ti tude” which main tained that the var i ous as pects of so ci ety
(such as the ju rid i cal, the eco nomic, the lin gual, the aes thetic, and the
moral) should be un der stood in terms of a mu tual his tor i cal co her ence as
ex pres sions of the same his tor i cal na tional char ac ter or spirit of a peo ple
[volk].

The founder of the His tor i cal School in le gal sci ence, the fa mous Ger -
man ju rist Friedrich Karl von Savigny [1779-1861], em pha sized that mor -
als, lan guage, law, art, and so on are merely de pend ent as pects of “cul -
ture.” The lat ter emerges as a strictly in di vid ual con fig u ra tion of a na -
tional spirit. For him these as pects grow out of a na tional spirit; orig i nally
de vel op ing un con sciously, they ma ture and fi nally per ish when the source 
of the par tic u lar na tional spirit has “with ered.” In this way Savigny op -
posed the unhistorical and ap ri or is tic view of law de fended by the nat u -
ral-law the o rists.

The His tor i cal School aimed at ap ply ing the new “historico-socio -
logical” way of thought to all the spe cial sci ences con cerned with so cial
re la tion ships, us ing the new ap proach not only in the sci ence of law but
also in lin guis tics, eco nom ics, aes thet ics, and eth ics. Much of the con -
vinc ing force of historicism is in debted to this new so cio log i cal way of
think ing. Teaching that lan guage, law, mor als, art, and so forth are de -
pend ent cul tural as pects of an in di vid ual na tional com mu nity, the His tor i -
cal School left the im pres sion that historicism it self was grounded in con -
crete re al ity. If the His tor i cal School had claimed that law, lan guage, mor -
als, and so on are only as pects of the “evo lu tion of his tory,” its
absolutization of the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity would have been im me di -
ately clear. But the snare of historicism lay in the fact that its start ing point
lay in a con crete na tional com mu nity con ceived of as a com pre hen si ble
so cial en tity.

In the Res to ra tion pe riod many were pre pared to ad mit that lan guage,
law, mor als, eco nom ics, and so forth were only de pend ent as pects of the
cul ture of a na tional com mu nity which dis plays a “na ture” [190] or a
“spirit” of its own. On the au thor ity of the new his tor i cal ap proach, many
readily ac cepted the the sis that the na tional com mu nity it self is also a phe -
nom e non of purely his tor i cal de vel op ment. They did not see that the his -
tor i cal point of view fo cuses on only one as pect of the na tional com mu -
nity and that it is im per mis si ble to re duce the other as pects to the his tor i -
cal. The na tional com mu nity, they ar gued, is a so cial re al ity, not an ab -
stract as pect of so ci ety.
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Nev er the less, as we noted, the His tor i cal School did not give birth to a
spe cial sci ence of hu man so ci ety. In stead, it aimed at per me at ing ex ist ing
sci en tific dis ci plines with its new so cio log i cal and uni ver sal ist ic way of
think ing. To the His tor i cal School the so cio log i cal and the his tor i cal ap -
proaches were iden ti cal.

But the in ten tions of mod ern so ci ol ogy were en tirely dif fer ent from
those of historicism. Mod ern so ci ol ogy was based on a re mark able and in -
her ently con tra dic tory con nec tion be tween the uni ver sal ist ic thought of
the Res to ra tion and the older nat u ral-scientific thought of the En light en -
ment. As we saw ear lier, the clas si cal hu man is tic sci ence ideal aimed at
con trol ling na ture by dis cov er ing the gen eral laws which ex plain phe -
nom ena in their causal co her ence. To this end the nat u ral-scientific
method was el e vated as the model for all sci en tific in quiry, al though the
method was not ap plied to the phe nom ena of hu man so ci ety to any sig nif i -
cant ex tent.

Pre cisely this lat ter ap pli ca tion was the goal of mod ern so ci ol ogy. Its
early pro po nents re proached the lead ers of the French Rev o lu tion for ex -
per i ment ing with so ci ety in the light of their “nat u ral-law ide ol o gies” of
free dom and equal ity with out hav ing the slight est no tion of the real laws
which gov ern so cial life. “Let us con tinue the solid tra di tion of the work of 
Ga li leo and New ton.” These were the words of Auguste Comte
[l798-1857], the founder of the new so ci ol ogy. This meant that the rev o lu -
tion ary ex per i ments should give way to sound pol i cies based on knowl -
edge of the so cial facts in stead of hol low meta phys i cal spec u la tion. So ci -
ol ogy is the sci ence of these facts. Hence Comte be lieved that it would be -
come the most im por tant sci ence in the hi er ar chy of pos i tive sci ences. It
would chart the course for the hap pi ness of a new hu man ity that would
over come the blood and tears caused by the ig no rance of the ear lier lead -
ers. This en tire mo tive of mod ern so ci ol ogy was thus noth ing but the un -
adul ter ated na ture mo tive of the clas si cal hu man is tic sci ence ideal. It dis -
played the same op ti mis tic ra tio nal ism.

But the found ers of the new sci ence also drew from the historico-socio -
logical ap proach of the Res to ra tion pe riod. They at tempted to link the nat -
u ral-scientific method with the uni ver sal ist ic con cep tion of hu man so ci -
ety, con cur ring with the His tor i cal School that so ci ety is an or ganic [191]
whole in which the var i ous re la tion ships func tion only as parts. They
readily con ceded that con stant struc tures do not ex ist in so ci ety and that
so ci etal re la tion ships are purely his tor i cal in char ac ter. In par tic u lar, they
were con vinced that lan guage, law, eco nom ics, art, mo ral ity, and re li gion
can not be stud ied ab stractly, since these can be com pre hended only as
non-self-sufficient fac ets of the “so cial whole” which re late to each other
in in dis sol u ble in ter ac tion. Un like the His tor i cal School, how ever, they
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sought this so cial whole not in a na tional com mu nity but in what they
called “so ci ety” [la société].

Mod ern so ci ol ogy em phat i cally re jected the irrationalistic traits of
historicism, since these did not mesh with its own ra tio nal is tic ap proach.
Be cause of this the new so ci ol ogy held that the sci ence of his tory had in -
her ent short com ings. The His tor i cal School had ar gued that the search for
gen eral laws in his tor i cal de vel op ment is at odds with the na ture of his tor i -
cal in quiry it self. Ac cord ing to the His tor i cal School his to ri ans fo cus their 
in quiry on the ab so lutely in di vid ual, unique phe nom e non which never re -
peats it self in the same way and which can only be un der stood in sim i larly
in di vid ual co her ences. If his to ri ans can de tect a def i nite di rec tion in the
course of his tory, they must as cribe it to a “hid den law” of an “in di vid ual
spirit of a peo ple” which we must re fer back to di vine prov i dence as the
des tiny [Schicksal] of a peo ple.

Mod ern so ci ol ogy re jected this irrationalistic turn within the hu man is -
tic mo tive of sci ence and free dom. At this junc ture it in tended to con tinue
the ra tio nal is tic tra di tion of the clas si cal sci ence ideal. Be lieving that gen -
u ine sci ence searched for a clear for mu la tion of uni ver sal laws which
could ex plain par tic u lar phe nom ena, the new so ci ol ogy claimed that it
would for the first time ini ti ate an au then tic sci ence of his tory. Thus
historicism was given a ra tio nal is tic re di rec tion in mod ern so ci ol ogy
which in the sec ond half of the nine teenth cen tury com pletely over came
the ear lier irratio nal ism.

Dis tinc tion be tween State and So ci ety

As we have pointed out, mod ern so ci ol ogy, as it emerged in France at
the be gin ning of the nine teenth cen tury, gave it self the task of ex plain -
ing so ci etal re la tion ships in terms of their causes. In do ing this, it con -
tin ued the En light en ment tra di tion of the nat u ral-scientific method
which had been el e vated to the clas si cal hu man is tic sci ence ideal. Thus
in the re li gious ground-motive of hu man ism, the na ture mo tive, which
was di rected to the mas tery of re al ity, once again re gained as cen dancy.
At the same time, how ever, mod ern so ci ol ogy at tempted to con nect the
natural- scien tific  method of in ves ti ga tion with the uni ver sal ist ic view
of hu man so ci ety de fended by [192] Ro man ti cism and by the His tor i cal
School. This means that “so ci ety” was in ter preted as an “or ganic
whole” whose parts are in ex tri ca bly in ter wo ven and thus com pre -
hended, in their typ i cal func tion and sig nif i cance, only in terms of that
or ganic whole.

This syn the sis be tween the nat u ral-scientific method of the En light en -
ment and the uni ver sal ist ic ap proach of the Res to ra tion pe riod was in ter -
nally con tra dic tory. As we have seen, the uni ver sal ist ic po si tion was the
re sult of an irrationalistic shift of the free dom mo tive. The point of de par -
ture for uni ver sal ism was not the ab stract, ra tio nal “in di vid ual” but the in -
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di vid ual com mu nity. The uni ver sal ist ic way of thought, which had al ways 
viewed tem po ral so ci ety as an in di vid ual whole, arose as a ri val to the nat -
u ral-scientific view of re al ity. Its source was not the na ture mo tive but the
free dom mo tive of hu man ism.

Nat u ral sci ence al ways at tempted to dis solve com plex phe nom ena into
their sim plest el e ments, ex plain ing these el e ments by means of gen eral
laws. When this pro ce dure was ap plied to so cial re la tion ships, such col -
lec tive en ti ties as the state, the church, and the fam ily were re duced to
mere in ter ac tions among “in di vid u als,” so ci ety’s sim plest el e ments. Con -
se quently, “in di vid u als” were di vorced from all their gen u inely in di vid -
ual, ir re duc ible char ac ter is tics as neu tral ex am ples of the ge nus “ra tio nal,
free hu man be ings.”

Uni ver sal ism and historicism ob jected to this ab stract, lev el ing, and
atomistic ap proach by high light ing the to tal in di vid u al ity of a per son and
the wholly unique in cli na tion of such a per son as de ter mined by the in di -
vid ual char ac ter of the na tional com mu nity of which one is a mem ber.
This uni ver sal ist ic ap proach did not ac knowl edge gen eral laws which
gov ern so ci ety. The in di vid ual whole – that is, the na tional community –
was given pri macy. This com mu nity could not be ex plained in a nat u -
ral-scientific fash ion as a con stel la tion of el e ments; rather, it could only
be ac cepted as an ir re duc ible, in di vid ual whole. This whole de ter mined
the na ture of its mem bers in an ab so lutely in di vid ual way.

Con se quently, when mod ern so ci ol ogy sought to rec on cile the op po site 
ap proaches of the En light en ment and the Res to ra tion, it en tan gled it self in 
an antinomy. The in sol u ble du al ism within the hu man is tic ground-motive 
again ex pressed it self in an in ter nal contradiction within sci en tific
thought.

For how did mod ern so ci ol ogy un der stand the whole of so ci ety? It con -
ceived of the whole not as an in di vid ual na tional com mu nity, as Ro man ti -
cism and the His tor i cal School had done, but as “so ci ety.” To grasp the
mean ing of “so ci ety” cor rectly we must con sider the dis tinc tion be tween
“state” and “so ci ety” which arose first in the eigh teenth cen tury, even be -
fore the French Rev o lu tion.

We have al ready pointed out that prior to the nine teenth cen tury the
[193] prob lems of hu man so ci ety were treated within the frame work of
po lit i cal the ory. The dis tinc tion be tween state and so ci ety was un known
in an tiq uity and in the Mid dle Ages. Among the Greeks and the Romans
the lack of such a dis tinc tion was due to a to tal i tar ian con cep tion of the
state which was si mul ta neously re garded as a re li gious com mu nity.
Hence the Chris tian re li gion, which ac cepted only Christ’s king ship in the 
church, was seen as an en emy of the state. The scholastic lit er a ture of the
Mid dle Ages pre served the to tal i tar ian idea of the state, al though it did not 
of course ac cept the state as a re li gious com mu nity. In con for mity with the 
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Ro man Cath o lic ground-motive of na ture and grace, the scholastics
viewed the state as the to tal com mu nity only in the realm of na ture. Above 
it stood the church, the supranatural in sti tu tion of grace and the to tal com -
mu nity em brac ing all of Chris tian life.

Both the Greco-Roman and the scholastic way of think ing were es sen -
tially uni ver sal ist ic. The Ro man Cath o lic na ture mo tive sought to syn the -
size the Chris tian ground-motive of cre ation, fall, and re demp tion with the 
Greek ground-motive of form and mat ter. Along with the Greek ground-
 motive Ro man Ca thol i cism adopted the Greek view of so ci ety, but ac -
com mo dated it to its view of the church. The idea of the state had not be -
come a re al ity dur ing the Mid dle Ages be cause the “nat u ral sub struc ture”
of so ci ety was still largely un dif fer en ti ated. Nev er the less, great scholas -
tics like Thomas Aqui nas con tin ued to the o rize in terms of the Greek and
Ro man con cep tion of the state.

Dur ing the six teenth and sev en teenth cen tu ries, when the state be gan to
de velop in the form of an ab so lute mon ar chy, hu man is tic po lit i cal the ory
once again linked it self to the Greco-Roman idea of the to tal i tar ian state.
But at this stage the new po lit i cal the ory came un der the in flu ence of the
hu man is tic ground-motive of na ture and free dom. In the first cen tu ries of
the mod ern pe riod, at tempts were made to jus tify an ab so lute state that
would ab sorb all the other spheres of life. The clas si cal hu man is tic ideal
of sci ence pro vided the the o ret i cal frame work for the ab so lute state ac -
cord ing to the model of the nat u ral-scientific method. It built the state
from its “el e ments” in such a way that all spheres of life came un der the
state’s ab so lute sov er eignty and con trol. In this way def i nite at tempts
were made to dis man tle the feu dal struc ture of me di eval so ci ety in which
gov ern men tal au thor ity lay in the hands of pri vate lords. In the mod ern pe -
riod the hu man is tic mo tive of con trol in spired the idea that the state is an
in stru ment of dom i na tion. The mas tery mo tive was the mo tive of na ture in 
its clas si cal hu man is tic sense.

In its first pe riod the hu man is tic the ory of nat u ral law also ac com mo -
dated it self to this mo tive of con trol. Hugo Grotius, Thomas Hobbes, and
the Ger man ju rist Sam uel Pufendorff [1632-1694] ac cepted Bodin’s
absolutistic con cept of sov er eignty as he elab o rated it by the end of the
six teenth cen tury. As long as this con cept dom i nated [194] humanistic po -
lit i cal the ory, the state was seen in the Greco-Roman man ner as the to tal -
ity struc ture em brac ing the whole of hu man so ci ety. As a re sult, a fun da -
men tal dis tinc tion be tween state and so ci ety could not emerge.

This be gan to change when in Eng land the hu man is tic free dom motive
as sumed pre dom i nance over the na ture mo tive in po lit i cal theory. In an
ear lier con text we noted how the clas si cal lib eral idea of the just state
[rechsstaat] spread from Eng land. John Locke brought about a fun da men -
tal change in the nat u ral-law con struc tion of the state at the tran si tion from 
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the sev en teenth to the eigh teenth cen tury. Hugo Grotius and his fol low ers
in ter preted the so cial con tract, in which “free and equal in di vid u als” left
the state of na ture in or der to en ter the body pol i tic, as the trans feral by
these in di vid u als of all their “nat u ral free doms” to the po lit i cal sov er eign.
From the out set Locke gave the so cial con tract a much more lim ited
scope. In his view in di vid u als did not thereby sur ren der their in nate and
ab so lute hu man rights to the state. On the con trary, they as so ci ated them -
selves in a body pol i tic for the sole pur pose of pro tect ing their nat u ral
rights of free dom, life, and prop erty. These nat u ral hu man rights – the
foun da tion of civil pri vate law – de fined the in alien able sphere of the in di -
vid ual’s free dom. The so cial con tract thus did not trans fer these nat u ral
rights to the state. The only right that was trans ferred con sisted in the le gal 
power to main tain and guar an tee these civil free dom rights by means of
the arms of the state. For this pur pose the in di vid u als had to re lin quish
their nat u ral right to pro tect them selves and their prop erty on their own. 
This con cep tion, which we have come to de scribe as the clas si cal lib eral
idea of the state, for the first time opened up the pos si bil ity for the
principial dis tinc tion be tween “civil so ci ety” and the “state.” Civil so ci ety 
would then com prise the sphere of the in di vid ual’s civil free dom, a sphere 
free from state in ter ven tion.

This con cep tion of so ci ety be came more clearly de fined with the rise of
the sci ence of eco nom ics at the end of the eigh teenth cen tury. Both the
Physio crats and the Clas si cal School within the fledg ling sci ence ap -
pealed to Locke’s doc trine of nat u ral law and his lib eral idea of the state.
Both schools of thought taught that eco nomic life is served best when in -
di vid u als pur sue their own eco nomic in ter ests within the le gal frame work
of their in alien able rights to life, lib erty, and prop erty. They main tained
that eco nomic life is gov erned by eter nal, un change able nat u ral laws that
har mo nize beau ti fully with the “nat u ral rights” of the in di vid ual. Ev ery -
one knows their eco nomic self-in ter est best. If the state does not in ter fere
with the free play of eco nomic and so cial forces, then a “nat u ral har mony” 
should reign among in di vid ual in ter ests, re sult ing [195] in the great est
level of so ci etal good. “Civil so ci ety” was there fore seen as the free play
of socio-eco nomic in ter ests within the le gal frame work of the in alien able
civil pri vate rights of in di vid u als.

In the fol low ing sec tion we will see how mod ern so ci ol ogy at tached it -
self to this con cep tion of civil so ci ety.

Civil So ci ety and Class Con flict

Clas si cal lib eral po lit i cal the ory, in close co op er a tion with the new sci -
ence of eco nom ics (the physio crat ic and the so-called Classical School), 
was there fore the first to make a ba sic dis tinc tion be tween state and civil 
so ci ety. Both of these new the o ries, dom i nated by the hu man is tic ground- -
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motive of na ture and free dom, en joyed ex cep tional suc cess. This oc -
curred first in Eng land, where the so-called mer can ti list pol i cies, which
had led to com plete gov ern ment con trol of trade and in dus try, were
abol ished; next in France, where the French Rev o lu tion had cleared
away the last rem nants of feu dal ism. As a re sult, the struc ture of the
state be gan to dis tin guish it self clearly from the pri vate spheres of life.
In ac cor dance with the rev o lu tion ary pro gram, which did not tol er ate an 
in ter me di ary be tween the state and the in di vid ual, not only old guilds
but also new so cial or ga ni za tions were for bid den, even when new struc -
tures were a proper re sponse to the dif fer en ti a tion of so ci ety. Con se -
quently, “civil so ci ety” ac quired a thor oughly in di vid u al is tic char ac ter
that sat is fied the re quire ments of the lib eral eco nomic ideas of the
Physio crats and the Clas si cal School. Within a short time a new type of
per son ap peared on the scene: the free en tre pre neur who was no lon ger
ham pered in any of his un der tak ings. Eco nomic life en tered upon a pe -
riod of im mense ex pan sion. But at the same time un told suf fer ing
awaited the la bor ers.

The po si tion of the worker was dras ti cally al tered at this time by the
struc tural changes in tro duced into the pro cess of pro duc tion. The de vel -
op ment of large-scale man u fac tur ing firms brought with it an in tense di vi -
sion of la bor among a mas sive con tin gent of la bor ers work ing within a
sin gle fac tory. Later, when ma chin ery was in tro duced into the fac tory, gi -
ant in dus tries be gan to ap pear. In the first vol ume of his fa mous Das
Kapital, Karl Marx pre sented a so cio log i cal anal y sis of the in flu ences of
these struc tural changes on con tem po rary life as a whole. His anal y sis is
still ex tremely im por tant.

These struc tural changes could not have taken place in the ear lier sys -
tems of pro duc tion. The old guild sys tem of pro duc tion had ef fec tively
pre vented the change of an in di vid ual guild mas ter into a large scale cap i -
tal is tic en tre pre neur by rig or ously lim it ing the num ber of jour ney men
[196] a guild mas ter was per mit ted to em ploy. More over, guild mas ters
were al lowed to hire jour ney men only for the trade in which they them -
selves were mas ters. There were other im ped i ments as well. The trade
guilds sys tem at i cally pre vented the in ter ven tion of mer chant capital – the
only free form of cap i tal avail able from the outside – into their own af -
fairs. Mer chants were al lowed to buy any commodity – except la bor as a
“com mod ity.” They were tol er ated only in the busi ness of re tail ing fin -
ished prod ucts. If ex ter nal cir cum stances made fur ther di vi sion of la bor
nec es sary, then ex ist ing guilds were split up or new guilds orig i nated next
to the old ones. But none of these changes led to a con cen tra tion of dif fer -
ent trades within one fac tory. As Marx cor rectly ob served, the guild sys -
tem ex cluded any di vi sion of la bor that sep a rated the work ers from their
means of pro duc tion and that made these means the mo nop o lis tic prop erty 
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of the in ves tor of cap i tal.

This eco nomic frame work changed rad i cally, first in the pe riod of
large-scale man u fac tur ing and even more dras ti cally in the sub se quent pe -
riod of mech a nized in dus tri al iza tion. These struc tural changes in the pro -
cess of pro duc tion con trib uted greatly to the de vel op ment of new class
ten sions. They ap peared in “civil so ci ety” which had been left to its own
de vices and had been struc tured in an in di vid u al is tic man ner. The class
con flicts oc curred be tween the ur ban la bor pro le tar iat, which was the vic -
tim of lim it less ex ploi ta tion, and the en tre pre neur, who owned the cap i tal.
The in di vid u al is tic struc ture of civil so ci ety had in deed de based la bor to a
“com mod ity.” And the new forms of pro duc tion had enor mous re per cus -
sions within the lib eral sys tem of un in hib ited com pe ti tion against which
the good will of a sol i tary en tre pre neur was en tirely pow er less.

It seemed as if an iron ne ces sity con trolled these re per cus sions. Da vid
Ricardo [1772-1823], the great systematician in Adam Smith’s Clas si cal
School of eco nom ics, con cluded in The Prin ci ples of Po lit i cal Econ omy
and Tax a tion that ma chin ery and la bor move in a con tin ual re la tion of ri -
valry.1 If la bor is made into a free com mod ity, it will be come un sal able
and thus worth less as soon as the in tro duc tion of new ma chin ery makes it
su per flu ous. That seg ment of the la bor class, which in this sense has be -
come a “su per flu ous” part of the pop u la tion, faces two pos si bil i ties. It can
ei ther be de stroyed in the un equal bat tle be tween ob so lete forms of pro -
duc tion and new mech a nized forms of in dus tri al iza tion, or it can spill over 
into more eas ily ac ces si ble branches of in dus try. In ei ther case the price of 
la bor will be pushed down. For the [197] pro cess of mech a ni za tion also
re quires an ever cheaper la bor force and an ex ten sion of the hours of work. 
Adult la bor ers are there fore grad u ally re placed by women and chil dren
who must be ex ploited as long as pos si ble. Fam ily life is torn asun der and
a gen eral “pau per iza tion” [Verelendung] of the pro le tar iat sets in. Marx
was again the first one to state that “civil so ci ety” – the fo cus of mod ern
so ci ol ogy – was a true im age of the pic ture Thomas Hobbes had drawn of
hu man kind’s “state of na ture” – bellum om nium con tra omnes, a war of all 
against all! Civil so ci ety dis played an eco nom i cally qual i fied struc ture,
and the civil-legal or der with its ba sic prin ci ples of free dom and equal ity
seemed to be but a le gal cover for the deathly class strug gle waged in “so -
ci ety.”

It should there fore come as no sur prise that mod ern so ci ol ogy, es tab -
lished on a positivistic foun da tion and interested – in ac cor dance with the
model of the nat u ral sciences – in dis cov er ing the laws de ter min ing the
his tor i cal de vel op ment of so ci ety, be lieved that it had found in “civil so ci -
ety,” with its fright en ing pro cesses of dis so lu tion, those hid den forces

The Rise of So cial Thought

197

1 Da vid Ricardo, The Prin ci ples of Po lit i cal Econ omy and Tax a tion, (Home wood, Ill.: 
R.D. Irwin Inc., 1963). The ref er ence is to the third edi tion of 1821, p. 479.



which are of de ci sive causal sig nif i cance for the his tor i cal form of so ci ety
as a whole. The state it self, as de fined by lib er al ism and the French Rev o -
lu tion, seemed to be noth ing but an in stru ment of the rul ing class for the
sup pres sion of the work ing class. The state must there fore not be un der -
stood as an in sti tu tion in de pend ent of civil so ci ety nor, as ear lier po lit i cal
the o ries had taught, as the to tal com mu nity em brac ing the whole of so ci -
ety. To the con trary, “so ci ety” it self must be seen as the whole which
gives birth to the state as a po lit i cal in stru ment of dom i na tion.

This sig ni fied a fun da men tal break with both the clas si cal lib eral, nat u -
ral-law dis tinc tion of state and so ci ety as well as the ear lier iden ti fi ca tion
of the two. The new sci ence of so ci ol ogy had in deed made a rev o lu tion ary 
dis cov ery which fun da men tally un der mined both the idea of the state as
res publica – the in sti tu tion which em bod ies the pub lic in ter est – and the
idea of civil law with its prin ci ples of free dom and equal ity. Both ideas
had come to ex pres sion in eigh teenth cen tury so ci ety. But the fo cus of the
new so ci ol ogy was not on these ideas. Rather, the class con trasts as the
driv ing forces in the his tor i cal pro cess of so ci ety – these seemed to be the
pos i tive so cial facts. The clas si cal idea of the state and the idea of civil pri -
vate law seemed to be but “ide ol o gies” of a by gone era char ac ter ized by
meta phys i cal spec u la tion. These ide ol o gies only served to con ceal the
truly valid laws gov ern ing so ci ety. Quite un der stand ably, there fore, the
con ser va tive Res to ra tion move ment eyed the new ally in its bat tle against
the ideas of the French Rev o lu tion with sus pi cion.

Yet, the French found ers of mod ern so ci ol ogy did not fully com pre hend 
the fright en ing speed with which the class con trast be tween la bor [198]
and cap i tal was grow ing. In this re spect they still lived in the past; us ing
the ex am ple of youth ful Amer ica, they be lieved that it was pos si ble for an
in tel li gent la borer to rise to the sta tus of an en tre pre neur. In their minds
the class con flict in mod ern so ci ety ex isted only be tween those who drew
“laborless in come” and the ac tual work ing class in whose hands lay the
fu ture of so ci ety. Those with “laborless in come” were the spec u la tors who 
dur ing the French Rev o lu tion pur chased the es tates of the no bil ity and the
clergy for vir tu ally noth ing; those in the work ing class were the man ag ers
and the in dus tri al ists who were kept from gov ern ment posts by the court
elite of the Bour bons. Hence Marx ist so ci ol ogy dis par ag ingly dis missed
these French op ti mists.

Nev er the less, the con cept of the classes – destined to play a fun da men -
tal part in the sci ence of society – was dis cov ered not by Marx but by
Henri de Saint-Simon [1760-1825] and Auguste Comte. Af ter we have
ex plained their use of the new dis cov ery in the fol low ing pages, we need
to set out in a fun da men tal way our own stand point with re spect to the
con cept of so cial classes.
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The Class Con cept

As Saint-Simon re marked, France drafted no less than ten dif fer ent con -
sti tu tions in the short span from 1789 to 1815. So ci ety, how ever, re -
mained the same, for hu man be ings do not change so rap idly. This dis -
crep ancy caused Saint-Simon, one of the found ers of mod ern sociology, 
to ob serve that con sti tu tional frame works could not pos si bly form the
heart of so cial life. He wrote:

We as cribe too much weight to the forms of gov ern ment. The law de ter -
min ing both gov ern men tal au thor ity and the form of gov ern ment is not
as im por tant and has less in flu ence on the hap pi ness of the na tions than
the law de ter min ing the rights of prop erty and the ex er cise of these
rights. The form of par lia men tary gov ern ment is merely a form; prop -
erty is the heart. It is there fore the reg u la tion of prop erty which in truth
lies at the foun da tion of so ci ety.

Wealth, he said, is the true and only foun da tion of ev ery po lit i cal in flu -
ence. For this rea son pol i tics must be based on the pos i tive sci ence of
the pro duc tion pro cess, which in turn is based on eco nomic sci ence.
Saint Si mon ap par ently pro ceeded from the as sump tion that eco nomic
pro duc tion and the reg u la tion of prop erty are mu tu ally in ter de pen dent.
Changes in both the form of pro duc tion and the reg u la tion of prop erty
give rise to the formation of so cial classes. This formation of classes
gov erns the en tire de vel op ment of hu man so ci ety. [199]

With ref er ence es pe cially to the his tory of France but in part also to the
his tory of Eng land, Saint-Simon at tempted to ex plain the sig nif i cance of
class formation as the real causal force in the en tire de vel op ment of so cial
in sti tu tions. With re spect to France he ar gued that af ter the in va sion of the
Franks into Gaul two classes emerged: the Franks as lords and the na tive
Gauls as slaves. The slaves cul ti vated the land for their own ers and la -
bored in ev ery branch of work. Like the an cient Ro man slaves, ac cord ing
to Saint-Simon, they re ceived a small amount of money (peculium),
which they care fully hid. The Cru sades and re sul tant af flu ence cre ated a
great need for money on the part of the Frankish mas ters who were thus
forced to sell “free doms” (fran chises) to their slaves. But the same lux ury
height ened the so cial sig nif i cance of the ar ti sans, trades men, and mer -
chants, who had to sat isfy new needs. Louis XI, who pre ferred the ti tle
“King of the Gauls” to “Head of the Franks,” formed an al li ance with the
com munes, the la bor ing Gauls in the cit ies and in the coun try, in or der to
sub ject the Frankish princes to his authority. Since the mon archy de prived 
the princes, the rul ing no ble class, of po lit i cal power, and since as a re sult
the princes were en ticed to set tle in the cit ies, they lost all po lit i cal sig nif i -
cance. Un der Louis XIV they be came the ser vants of the king. And, dur -
ing the reign of the “Sun King” the in creas ing ex change of prod ucts led to
the rise of a new class, that of the bankers.
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The French Rev o lu tion, Saint-Si mon main tained, was launched by the
bour geoi sie, the mid dle stra tum of the pop u la tion that had risen from the
com munes to the rank of the “priv i leged” but that had still felt dis crim i -
nated against in com par i son with the old no bil ity. The bour geoi sie con -
sisted of the nonaristocratic ju rists, mil i tary per son nel of mid dle class
back ground, and prop erty own ers who were nei ther man ag ers nor la bor -
ers in the pro duc tion pro cess (i.e., who were not industriels). For Saint-Si -
mon the true pur pose of the rev o lu tion of 1789 was the es tab lish ment of
an “in dus trial sys tem.” He be lieved that the fi nal phase of the rev o lu tion
had not yet ar rived; the rev o lu tion would be com plete when the
industriels, the truly pro duc tive mem bers of the pop u la tion, in clud ing the
en tre pre neurs who give lead er ship in the pro cess of pro duc tion, gained
po lit i cal lead er ship. In Saint-Si mon’s es ti ma tion, the first step to ward this
goal was the well-known loan made to the gov ern ment of France in 1817.
The loan was not ne go ti ated in the “bar bar ian” man ner of the eigh teenth
cen tury but was closed af ter peace ful talks be tween two equal part ners,
the gov ern ment and the im por tant class of bank ers.

In this way Saint-Si mon at tempted to give a causal ex pla na tion of the
en tire de vel op ment of so ci ety in terms of class for ma tion and class con -
flict. His at tempt tes ti fied to the nat u ral-sci en tific ap proach in his [200]
so ci ol ogy which was di rectly in spired by the clas si cal hu man is tic sci ence
ideal: the con trol of re al ity by a dis cov ery of the laws which ex plain its
causal co her ence.

Over against this ten dency in Saint-Si mon’s thought we de tect a con tra -
dic tory one. He also ex plained so ci etal de vel op ment in terms of the his -
tory of ideas and worldviews. Here we en coun ter the im pact of the hu -
man is tic free dom mo tive on Saint-Si mon’s in ter pre ta tion of the so cial
pro cess. In an ear lier con text we no ticed a sim i lar im pact on the so cial
thought of the Ro man tics, the His tor i cal School of ju ris pru dence and Ger -
man ide al ism. And, quite in har mony with this sec ond trend in his
thought, he ar gued that the rise of the po lit i cal sys tem of the fu ture – the
“in dus trial” sys tem – would be en tirely de pend ent upon a prior break -
through of pos i tive so ci ol ogy and its pro claimed ideas. Fi nally, this trend
of thought also helps ex plain Saint-Si mon’s uni ver sal ist ic con cep tion of
“so ci ety” as an or ganic whole whose parts are in ti mately united and kept
to gether only by means of com mon ideas.

Saint-Simon’s con cept of so cial classes on the other hand is in di vid u al -
is tic in na ture, and thus con tra dicts the no tion of com mu nity in her ent in
the uni ver sal ist ic view of so ci ety. Saint-Simon in ter preted “classes” as
“com po nents” of so ci ety which drive it apart in di verg ing di rec tions. The
con cept of class is a con cept of con flict. Wher ever classes ex ist, un rec on -
ciled so cial oppositions dom i nate and lead to a strug gle for power, he ar -
gued.
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How should we re spond to Saint-Si mon’s em pha sis on the sig nif i cance
of classes in the de vel op ment of so ci ety? Classes can be formed only in
what we de scribe as the coordinational so ci etal interlinkages [maat -
schaps ver houdingen] which must be dis tin guished from com mu nal re la -
tion ships [gemeenschapsverhoudingen]. In the lat ter, hu man be ings are
bound to gether into a solidary unity within which per sons func tion as
mem bers. [201] In the coordinational re la tion ships, how ever, hu man be -
ings func tion next to each other in a side-by-side man ner, ei ther in a re la -
tion of neu tral ity, in mu tual co op er a tion, or in a con flict sit u a tion.1

More over, classes be long to the in trin si cally eco nom i cally qual i fied or
char ac ter ized re la tion ships of con flict. They are a growth in the tis sues of
so ci ety and must thus be sharply dis tin guished from the dif fer ent es tates
or “sta tions” [standen; Ger man: Stände] in so ci ety, which are qual i fied or 
char ac ter ized by the as pect of so cial in ter course and which rep re sent a
nor mal dif fer en ti a tion in so cial life.

The ques tion we now face is this: is it re ally pos si ble to ex plain the
structuring of so ci ety in terms of class di vi sions? Are they, for in stance,
in deed the causal forces of the de vel op ment of the in ter nal life of the
state? In this con nec tion it is of lit tle con se quence that Saint-Simon’s
sketch of the his tory of class ten sions in France, and of the po lit i cal de vel -
op ment de ter mined by these ten sions, sim ply does not meet the cri te ria of
a rig or ous sci en tific in quiry. For at a later time schol ars at tempted to
prove the ac cu racy of class anal y sis with much more de pend able sci en -
tific tools and thereby also pre sented a much more pre cise de lin ea tion of
the class con cept. Here we are ex clu sively con cerned with the so cio log i -
cal prob lem raised in a fun da men tal man ner by Saint-Simon: the sig nif i -
cance of class con flict for the life of the state and the whole of so ci ety.
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1 These dis tinc tions are fun da men tal to Dooyeweerd’s so ci ol ogy.  He de fines com mu -
nity as “any more or less du ra ble so ci etal re la tion ship which has the char ac ter of a
whole join ing its mem bers into a so cial unity, ir re spec tive of the de gree of in ten sity
of the com mu nal bond.” See Herman Dooyeweerd, A New Cri tique of The o ret i cal
Thought, vol. 3 (re print, Lewiston, NY: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1997),  177.  For
Dooyeweerd com mu ni ties com prise the un dif fer en ti ated struc tures like tribes, clans,
or guilds, and the dif fer en ti ated struc tures of mar riage, fam ily, state, church, and the
vol un tary as so ci a tions (busi ness en ter prises, po lit i cal par ties, rec re ational clubs, etc).

 Dooyeweerd de fines so ci etal interlinkages (or the “interindividual and inter -
communal re la tion ships,” which is his trans la tion of maatschapsverhoudingen) as
those re la tion ships “in which in di vid ual per sons or com mu ni ties func tion in co or di na -
tion with out be ing united into a solidary whole.  Such re la tion ships may show the char -
ac ter of mu tual neu tral ity, of approachment, free co op er a tion or an tag o nism, com pe ti -
tion or con test.” (Ibid.) As ex am ples of so ci etal interlinkages he men tions: “Free mar -
ket re la tions, pub lic ity, the dif fer en ti ated fash ions (in dress, rec re ation, con ver sa tion,
etc.), the at ri cal per for mances, pri vate phi lan thropy, di plo macy, in ter na tional po lit i cal
re la tions, elec tion eer ing pro pa ganda of po lit i cal par ties, mis sion ary ac tiv ity, etc.”
(Ibid., 588f.)  



This prob lem is still in tensely rel e vant and de mands a fun da men tal anal y -
sis. We can not rid our selves of this is sue by way of blan ket gen er al iza -
tions. It calls for fur ther se ri ous con sid er ation on our part.

Es tates and Classes

In our last sec tions we fo cused on the rise of mod ern so ci ol ogy as a
com po nent in the gen eral re di rec tion of hu man is tic thought since the
be gin ning of the last cen tury. I at tempted to ex plain how Saint- Simon,
who, with Auguste Comte, is con sid ered the founder of so ci ol ogy as an
in de pend ent sci ence, viewed the en tire his tor i cal de vel op ment of west -
ern so ci ety as a his tory of class strug gle. Class strug gle was seen as the
real mo tor of the whole pro cess of so cial de vel op ment, as in deed the
cause of the rise of the state and of all po lit i cal rev o lu tions. The state, in 
fact, was re garded as noth ing but the in stru ment wielded by the rul ing
class to keep the dom i nated class in a state of sub jec tion. [202] When
the class strug gle would fi nally come to an end in the “new in dus trial
era” as a re sult of the lead ing role of the new so ci ol ogy, then also the
state would au to mat i cally wither away. “Gov er nance of per sons” would 
then grad u ally yield to “ad min is tra tion of things.” This doc trine was
for mu lated by Saint-Simon, well be fore Karl Marx and the fa mous
Com mu nist Man i festo of 1848 in which the Marx ist doc trine of class
strug gle found its clas si cal, though pop u lar ized ex pres sion.

While the doc trine of class strug gle as the real “cause” of so cial de vel -
op ment may have been a “dis cov ery” of Saint-Simon, he de rived the class
con cept from the then re cently de vel oped sci ence of eco nom ics. In ear lier
dis cus sions we saw in de tail how the en tire dis tinc tion be tween the state
and civil so ci ety goes back to the com bined in flu ence ex erted by Locke’s
lib eral hu man is tic doc trine of nat u ral law and the so-called Physio crat ic
School in eco nomic the ory. The French Rev o lu tion and the early in dus tri -
al iza tion of eco nomic life first gave con crete ex pres sion to these hu man is -
tic ideas.

The French phy si cian François Quesnay [1694-1774], founder of the
Physio crat ic School, in his the ory had di vided the pop u la tion into dif fer -
ent classes. Next to the nonpropertied class of wage earn ers he pos ited a
class of in de pend ent en tre pre neurs which, in turn, was sub di vided into
three classes; namely, the pro duc tive class of farm ers, the nonproductive
class of mer chants and in dus tri al ists, and fi nally, the class of land own ers.
In other words, the class con cept had its or i gin in eco nomic the ory. In
turn, un der the in flu ence of this the ory, the newly de vel op ing sci ence of
so cial life be gan to re gard civil so ci ety as a con stel la tion which in es sence
was con trolled by eco nomic forces. Here Quesnay’s the o ret i cal class di vi -
sions were not adopted; how ever, that was not sig nif i cant for the new con -
cep tion of civil so ci ety it self.
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The new sci ence of eco nom ics, with its dis tinctly liberalistic ori en ta -
tion, was fur ther de vel oped in the so-called Clas si cal School of Adam
Smith, Ricardo, J.B. Say, and oth ers, and had a per va sive in flu ence on the
so cio log i cal con cep tion of civil so ci ety [bürgerliche Gesellschaft]. Its in -
flu ence can even be de tected in Hegel, the great est rep re sen ta tive of hu -
man is tic free dom ide al ism af ter Kant. Hegel him self did not re gard so ci -
ol ogy as a sep a rate sci ence of hu man so ci etal re la tions. And, quite in de -
pend ently of the French so ci ol o gists, he pre sented a pen e trat ing anal y sis
of mod ern civil so ci ety, in which he clearly brought to light the role of the
ma chine as a mech a ni za tion of la bor. Like the Clas si cal School, he too re -
garded eco nomic self-interest as the pri mary im pulse in this pro cess; but,
at the same time, he pos ited the in creas ing in ter de pen dence among in di -
vid u als, re sult ing from the con tin u ally in creas ing di vi sion of la bor, as a
curb ing fac tor. It is the cun ning of Rea son which forces in di vid u als, in a
seem ingly lim it less and ar bi trary pur suit af ter [203] sat is fac tion of their
own needs, to ac com mo date them selves to the in ter ests of oth ers. In his
ide al is tic frame work of think ing, Hegel con tin ued to ad here to the con -
cept of a state which is not the sub ser vi ent in stru ment of eco nomic class
dom i na tion, but which is the true em bodi ment of the eth i cal idea in the
new uni ver sal ist ic turn which hu man ism had given to its per son al ity ideal.

Civil so ci ety, in which in di vid u als with their pri vate civil rights still re -
gard their eco nomic self-interest as be ing in op po si tion to the uni ver sal
norms of mo ral ity and jus tice to which this so ci ety sub jects it self of ne ces -
sity, is to be taken up [aufgehoben] in the all-encompassing state which
Hegel de i fied as the Greeks had done. In this state the in di vid ual and the
group are or dered as parts of a higher eth i cal whole and ac knowl edge the
gen eral in ter est as their true self-interest.

In his pic ture of civil so ci ety we see that Hegel did not use the “class
con cept” of the French so ci ol o gists but em ployed the con cept of “es tates”
[Stände]. His pu pil, Lorenz von Stein, who sought to es tab lish a con nec -
tion be tween Hegel’s con cep tion of the state and so ci ety and the the o ries
of the French so ci ol o gists, was the first to again make Saint Si mon’s class
con cept the fo cal point of his anal y sis of civil so ci ety with out, how ever,
sac ri fic ing the He geli an con cept of es tate.

In this way both the con cept of class and the con cept of es tate have be -
come part and par cel of the con cep tual frame work of mod ern so ci ol ogy,
and they have been the sub ject of ex ten sive stud ies, in par tic u lar by the
Ger man so ci ol o gist Ferdinand Tönnies. How ever, the way in which these
un doubt edly im por tant con cepts were shaped and used in so ci ol ogy
clearly be trays their hu man ist or i gin. An un crit i cal adop tion of them in
their cur rent so cio log i cal mean ing within a Chris tian view of so ci ety is
there fore quite ir re spon si ble. Par tic u larly in the po lit i cal arena these con -
cepts have been ma nip u lated in an ex tremely dan ger ous fash ion.
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Hu man ist the ory and ide ol ogy con tin u ally at tempted to pres ent a view
of so cial re al ity as an un bi ased ac count of the so cial facts them selves. In
re al ity, how ever, this ap proach was strictly de ter mined by the re li gious
ground-motive of humanism – the ground-motive of na ture and freedom – 
with its ir rec on cil able ten sion be tween the clas si cal sci ence ideal, which
seeks to con trol all of re al ity af ter the model of nat u ral-scientific thought,
and the per son al ity ideal which up holds the val ues of hu man free dom, au -
ton omy, and dig nity.

The class con cept used in early French so ci ol ogy was in har mony with
the nat u ral-scientific pat tern of thought of the En light en ment. It only
suited an in di vid u al is tic con cep tion of so ci ety which re gards the eco -
nomic self-interest of the in di vid ual as the real cause and driv ing force of
so ci etal de vel op ment. If the en tire his tory of so ci ety is noth ing [204] but
the his tory of class strug gle, then no room ex ists in such a so ci ety for a
true com mu nity. In that case, the state too can be con sid ered only as an in -
stru ment of class dom i na tion.

The Physio crat ic and the Clas si cal Schools in eco nom ics sim ply had
not ar rived at a the ory of class strug gle be cause they dreamt of a “nat u ral
har mony” among in di vid ual in ter ests and be cause they had al lied them -
selves with the hu man is tic nat u ral-law the ory of in alien able rights in
which the hu man ist per son al ity ideal, in its in di vid u al is tic shape, had
found ex pres sion. In dis tinc tion from this, the early French so ci ol o gists
had bro ken with these “ide al is tic spec u la tions.” They re jected the the ory
of nat u ral rights as “idle meta phys ics” in or der to con cen trate ex clu sively
on a nat u ral-scientific ex pla na tion of the so cial facts. These facts did not
point to a “nat u ral har mony” in eco nomic life but to a harsh and piti less
strug gle be tween the prop er tied and nonpropertied classes.

Hegel’s con cept of es tate, on the other hand, orig i nated from a uni ver -
sal ist ic view of civil so ci ety which had arisen out of the new con cep tion of 
the hu man is tic mo tive of free dom. His lim ited rec og ni tion of the in di vid u -
al is tic ten den cies at work in mod ern civil so ci ety was only a point of tran -
si tion to ward his uni ver sal ist ic con cep tion of so ci ety. This uni ver sal ist ic
con cep tion re garded in di vid u als again as mem bers of “oc cu pa tional es -
tates” [beroepsstanden] to which they had to be long if they were to un fold 
their in di vid u al ity. For only in a com mu nity can in di vid u als re al ize them -
selves and ex pe ri ence au then tic ex is tence. An “oc cu pa tional es tate” up -
holds its own honor with out which an in di vid ual can not pos si bly at tain
dig ni fied eco nomic ex is tence. These “oc cu pa tional es tates,” as the high -
est ex pres sion of com mu nal con scious ness in civil so ci ety, must thus in
turn be em bod ied again as au ton o mous cor po ra tions in the state, which is
the “eth i cal to tal ity.”

In this man ner the con cepts es tate and class must be seen as ex pres sions
of the po lar ten den cies within the hu man is tic un der stand ing of so ci ety.
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Both were ori ented to a no tion of civil so ci ety which in a gen eral sense el -
e vated the eco nomic as pect to the start ing point of the en tire con cep tion of 
so ci ety in to tal dis re gard of the real struc tural prin ci ples of so ci ety.

Uni ver sal ist ic so ci ol ogy would later at tach it self to the con cept of es -
tates so that it could con struct so ci ety again as an “or ganic whole” in
which the newly pro claimed rev o lu tion ary ten den cies might be ren dered
harm less. Over against that, in di vid u al is tic so ci ety would fur ther elab o -
rate the class con cept which later, in Marx ism, be came the in stru ment of
“so cial rev o lu tion.” The con cept of es tates be longed to the con ser va tive
realm of thought. The class con cept was per me ated with the com bat ive ar -
dor of the spirit of so cial rev o lu tion, which, af ter first [205] smoul der ing
quite gently, would flare up with fear ful in ten sity in the Com mu nist Man i -
festo.

The Chris tian the ory of the state and so ci ety, es pe cially in Ger many, in
its op po si tion to the rev o lu tion ary Marx ist doc trine of class strug gle,
sought sup port from the uni ver sal ist ic con cep tion of “oc cu pa tional es -
tates,” just as in an ear lier phase it had sought sup port from the His tor i cal
School in its bat tle against the ideas of the French Rev o lu tion. In both
cases a fun da men tal mis take was made. A Chris tian con cep tion of the so -
cial or der should not look for a home in the con ser va tive camp, nor in the
rev o lu tion ary, the uni ver sal ist ic, or the in di vid u al is tic thought pat terns of
hu man is tic so ci ol ogy. How ever, the spirit of ac com mo da tion again pre -
vented the rip en ing of a truly scrip tural, reformational out look on hu man
so ci ety.

Ba sic Prob lems in So ci ol ogy

When so ci ol ogy be gan to pres ent it self at the be gin ning of the nine -
teenth cen tury as an in de pend ent sci ence, it was im me di ately con fronted 
with a se ries of fun da men tal prob lems. Un for tu nately, from the very
out set the new sci ence failed even to for mu late these prob lems prop erly, 
and, al though twen ti eth cen tury so ci ol o gists tend to look down upon the 
French found ers of their sci ence with a cer tain air of con de scen sion,
they have not thus far made any prog ress even in the cor rect for mu la -
tion of these ba sic ques tions.

Al leged Value-free Char ac ter
On the con trary, many con tem po rary so ci ol o gists evince a def i nite an -
tip a thy to this task. Their ar gu ment is that so ci ol ogy is still a young sci -
ence which has had to en dure nu mer ous fun da men tal as saults from out -
sid ers who have re proached it for its fail ure to stake out an in de pend ent
field of re search. How ever, so their ar gu ment con tin ues, so ci ol ogy has
gone qui etly ahead and, through the re sults of its re searches, has in fact
proved its right to ex ist. In this re spect it has taken the road which has
also been fol lowed by the other em pir i cal sci ences (that is, the sci ences
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which are con cerned with the study of phe nom ena en coun tered in ex pe -
ri ence). All these sci ences grad u ally de tached them selves from the il lu -
sion that they must first de limit their re spec tive fields of re search in an a 
pri ori fash ion. This, they said, was an im pos si ble de mand, im posed by
phi los o phy. So ci ol ogy, like the other em pir i cal sci ences, has also dis so -
ci ated it self from this philo soph i cal, a pri ori ap proach. Em pir i cal re -
search it self must first show the way, and only then will it be [206] pos -
si ble to dis tin guish the con tours of the field of so cio log i cal in quiry in
pro gres sively clearer out line. Af ter proper prog ress has been made in
such re search, philo soph i cal re flec tion is cer tainly bound to fol low.

This rea son ing seems very at trac tive and con vinc ing, but it dis re gards a
num ber of ba sic re al i ties. In the first place, it ig nores the prob lem of em -
pir i cal re search in so ci ol ogy it self. From the out set it has been wrongly
sup posed that “so cial facts” pres ent them selves to our per cep tion in an ob -
jec tive man ner sim i lar to that which sup pos edly ap plies to the ob jec tive
phe nom ena of the nat u ral sci ences. In or der that these so cial facts may be
grasped as ob jec tive data, it is nec es sary to sus pend all norms and stan -
dards of eval u a tion. Sci ence, af ter all, is not con cerned with the state of af -
fairs that ought to pre vail in so ci ety, but with the re al ity that is. This po si -
tion has re mained the great dogma of mod ern so ci ol ogy, even af ter the he -
ge mony of the meth od ol ogy of the nat u ral sci ences had been shat tered in
this cen tury and, in the foot steps of Max Weber [1864-1920], the his tor i -
cal or “cul tural-scientific” method be gan to be ap plied to so ci etal phe -
nom ena.

Af ter my ear lier dis cus sions, the reader will im me di ately ob serve that
this sub sti tu tion of the his tor i cal ideal for the clas si cal ideal of sci ence,
which had aimed at con trol over na ture, re mained rooted in the same hu -
man is tic ground-motive of na ture and free dom. In nei ther case, there fore,
could one speak of a presuppositionless, un bi ased sci en tific meth od ol ogy. 
Both un der the su prem acy of the meth od ol ogy of the nat u ral sci ences and
un der the su prem acy of the his tor i cal at ti tude, so ci ol ogy be gan to elim i -
nate, as a mat ter of prin ci ple, all those con stant struc tures of so ci ety,
grounded in the or der of cre ation, which in fact make pos si ble our ex pe ri -
ence of the vari able so cial phe nom ena. The re li gious ground-motive of
hu man ism de manded such a con cep tion of “true sci ence.”

In or der to un der stand this clearly, one must re al ize that so ci etal re la -
tions al ways pre sup pose norms (rules of how it ought to be) with out
which such re la tions sim ply can not ex ist. For ex am ple, if so ci ol o gists
wish to launch a study of mar i tal re la tions in dif fer ent so ci et ies, they are
im me di ately con fronted with the ques tion of what has to be un der stood as
“mar riage.” Mar riage is in prin ci ple dif fer ent from con cu bi nage or any
other ex tra mar i tal sex ual re la tion. How ever, with out the ap pli ca tion of so -
cial norms this fun da men tal dif fer ence can not be de ter mined. Let us take
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an other ex am ple. If some one seeks to study the na ture of the state from a
so cio log i cal point of view, the ques tion of what a state is can not be
eluded. Can one al ready call the prim i tive com mu ni ties of sib, clan, or
fam ily “states?” Were the feu dal realms and de mesnes in fact states? Can
one con sider an or ga nized band of rob bers a “state?” Any one who dis -
cusses mon ar chy, par lia ment, min is ters, etc. is con cerned [208] with so -
cial re al i ties which can not be ex pe ri enced as such un less one takes into ac -
count their au thor ity or com pe tence. How ever, au thor ity and le gal com pe -
tence are es sen tially nor ma tive states of af fairs, which pre sup pose the va -
lid ity of so cial norms. Au thor ity and le gal com pe tence can not be per -
ceived ob jec tively by our senses, like the claws of a pred a tory an i mal or
the mus cu lar strength of an ath lete.

So cial classes and es tates (which I dis cussed ear lier) are also as such not 
sensorily per cep ti ble en ti ties. Any one who speaks of “prop er tied” and
“nonpropertied” classes pre sup poses the no tion of own er ship, which rests 
upon the va lid ity of le gal norms. More over, the di vi sion of the en tire pop -
u la tion of a coun try into “prop er tied” and “nonpropertied” is a con struc -
tion which makes sense only if we ac cept own er ship of the means of pro -
duc tion as our cri te rion; and we can de ter mine what a means of pro duc tion 
is only if we em ploy eco nomic norms. When one speaks of “es tates” as
cat e go ries of per sons bound to gether by a con scious ness of “so cial
honor,” then one is con cerned with so cial re al i ties which can not ex ist
with out the va lid ity of norms of so cial in ter course.

What “so cial facts,” then, would be left if one took se ri ously the dogma
that so ci ol ogy, be ing an em pir i cal sci ence, must sus pend all norms and
stan dards of eval u a tion? The an swer will surely be: “None!” With out
norms hu man so ci ety can not re ally ex ist. Re al ity that is ac ces si ble to our
ex pe ri ence dis plays a large num ber of nor ma tive as pects in which it is
sub jected to laws or rules of what ought to be. It is ex actly these nor ma tive 
as pects which first char ac ter ize hu man so ci etal re la tion ships, even though 
these re la tion ships also func tion within as pects in which re al ity is not sub -
jected to norms but to the so-called laws of na ture.

It has been said, of course, that as an em pir i cal sci ence so ci ol ogy ought
to di rect its the o ret i cal fo cus to a gang of rob bers no less than to le git i mate
or ga ni za tions, and that there fore the ques tion as to whether a spe cific so -
cial group for ma tion acts in har mony with a valid le gal or der is ir rel e vant
as far as so ci ol ogy is con cerned. But if so ci ol o gists re ally wish to study a
gang of rob bers in its or ga ni za tion and op er a tion, then they cer tainly will
have to take into ac count the dis tinc tion be tween a crim i nal and a non -
crim i nal or ga ni za tion. Oth er wise I truly would not know how one could
man age to in ves ti gate so cio log i cally a gang of rob bers and not per haps
mis tak enly honor a char i ta ble or ga ni za tion, a church, or a state with one’s
at ten tion as a sci en tist. How ever, if one takes se ri ously the dogma that, in
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mak ing such dis tinc tions, so ci ol ogy has to sus pend all norms and stan -
dards of eval u a tion, from what source will one then de rive a cri te rion for
de tect ing an ac tual gang of rob bers?

One might re ply that so cial norms them selves, too, can be treated sci en -
tif i cally as pure so cial facts, ob serv ing that these are rec og nized as valid
within a par tic u lar so ci ety with out, how ever, in ves ti gat ing the [208] ques -
tion as to whether these norms re ally ought to have any va lid ity. The task
of so ci ol ogy is then lim ited to sci en tific in quiry into the fac tual cir cum -
stances through which these par tic u lar norms have achieved such rec og ni -
tion. In other words, the so cial norms them selves have to be caus ally ex -
plained by the so ci ol o gist as fac tual states of af fairs aris ing out of so cial
cir cum stances of a non-normative char ac ter. In this man ner so cio log i cal
sci ence sup pos edly is able to sus pend all nor ma tive stan dards of eval u a -
tion in or der to study so cial facts with out prej u dice or bias.

What are we to think of this? Here we have ob vi ously touched upon the
heart of the ques tion with which we are con cerned. Since we are deal ing
with a prob lem of car di nal im por tance for our whole sci en tific un der -
stand ing of so ci ol ogy, we will have to de vote es pe cially close at ten tion to
this turn which has been given to the dogma of sci en tific neu tral ity or lack
of bias.

So ci ol o gists who think they can re ally sus pend all nor ma tive points of
view speak of so cial norms only in the sense of rules of be hav ior ac cord -
ing to which on the av er age, per sons fac tu ally con duct them selves. Here it 
would be ir rel e vant whether such a fac tual reg u lar ity in hu man be hav ior is 
also in ac cor dance with the of fi cial le gal or der and mo ral ity. It is, of
course, as sumed that over a pe riod of time this fac tual reg u lar ity cre ates a
feel ing of “ought to be” in the mem bers of a so cial group. This is then re -
ferred to as the “nor ma tive power of facts.” Thus this fac tual be hav ioral
reg u lar ity it self is not ex plained on the ba sis of a feel ing of “so cial ought,” 
but on the ba sis of other “so cial facts,” such as the in creas ing di vi sion of
la bor and the ac com pa ny ing in crease in sol i dar ity and mu tual de pend ence 
among the mem bers of so ci ety.

It is cer tain that one may ob serve in a so cial group (to adopt this empty
sound ing so cio log i cal term) pat terns of be hav ior which by them selves
never im ply a feel ing of “so cial ought.” One might think, for ex am ple, of
the la men ta ble in crease since the pe riod of Ger man oc cu pa tion in petty
theft com mit ted by em ploy ees, as well as of other “bad hab its.” Such “bad
hab its” can only op er ate neg a tively, by un der min ing, within cer tain lim -
its, the gen eral con scious ness of norms and stan dards. In other words,
they may con trib ute to ward the feel ing in the wrong doer that what is done
“is not all that bad,” but no such per son would ever main tain that “this is
how it ought to be.” Why not? The an swer is that “bad hab its,” such as
those just men tioned, can never gen er ate “so cial or der” but bear the
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stigma of be ing “anti-social” and anti-normative. Only au then tic so cial
norms, which or der so ci etal re la tion ships in a truly last ing man ner, can,
when they are fol lowed, bring about a feel ing of “so cial ought.” In other
words, a feel ing of ought pre sup poses a norm and there fore can never ex -
ist as the “cause” or “or i gin” of [209] the lat ter, just as the fac tual reg u lar -
ity in be hav ior can never by it self be a “cause” of a “feel ing of ought.”

This rather sim ple sit u a tion (one might call it sim ple since any one can
check it) leads us to fur ther re flec tion on the core of the prob lem we have
raised; that is, the ques tion re gard ing the mean ing of causal ex pla na tion in 
so ci ol ogy and the re la tion be tween an “ex plan a tory” and a “nor ma tive”
view of so ci etal re la tion ships.

Causal Ex pla na tion ver sus Nor ma tive Eval u a tion
The cur rent op po si tion be tween causal ex pla na tion and nor ma tive eval -
u a tion is deeply rooted in the re li gious ground-motive of the hu man is tic 
view of re al ity, the mo tive of na ture and free dom. The con cept of cau -
sal ity with which nine teenth cen tury so ci ol ogy op er ated was that of the
clas si cal hu man is tic ideal of sci ence which, in turn, had de rived it from
clas si cal phys ics. This con cept bore a strongly de ter min is tic char ac ter
and thus left no room for the au ton o mous free dom of hu man per son al -
ity.

Saint-Simon and Comte, the two found ers of mod ern sociology as an
in de pend ent sci ence, had at tempted to link this nat u ral-scientific way of
think ing with the uni ver sal ist ic per spec tive of Romanticism and the His -
tor i cal School. Thus they re garded so ci ety as an or ganic whole and even
taught that ul ti mately so ci ety was held to gether only by com mu nal ideas.
But the link that was es tab lished be tween the ra tio nal is tic way of think ing
of the nat u ral sci ences and the irrationalistic per spec tive of historicism re -
vealed an in ner antinomy. The first way of think ing at tempted to an a lyze
all com plex so cial phe nom ena into their sim plest “el e ments” and to es tab -
lish, on the ba sis of gen eral laws of cause and ef fect, a con nec tion be tween 
these el e ments. This method in ev i ta bly led to an individualistic view of
hu man so ci ety. The sec ond way of think ing, on the other hand, at tempted
to un der stand all so cial re la tions as individual parts of an individual
whole, and thus led in ev i ta bly to a re jec tion of the nat u ral-scientific con -
cept of cau sal ity as well as of any ac cep tance of uni ver sal laws for the de -
vel op ment of hu man so ci ety.

How ever, in the sec ond half of the nine teenth cen tury the in flu ence of
Ger man free dom ide al ism, with its uni ver sal ist ic and irrationalistic view
of re al ity, be gan to de cline. The dis cov ery of the cell as the sup posed ba sic 
“el e ment” of or ganic life in au gu rated a new era of su prem acy for the ra -
tio nal is tic nat u ral-scientific way of think ing. Com mencing in Eng land,
the the ory of evo lu tion be gan its tri um phant pro ces sion. Un der the ini tia -
tive of the Eng lish thinker Her bert Spencer [1820-1903], the bi o log i cal
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school gained a foot hold in so ci ol ogy. This school had com pletely di -
vorced it self from the uni ver sal ist ic and ide al is tic strains in the sys tem of
Saint-Simon and Comte. Hu man so ci ety was en tirely seen [210] from a
bi o log i cal point of view and, in ac cor dance with the new evolutionistic
way of think ing, was once again ex plained on the ba sis of its “sim plest el -
e men tary com po nents.” Thus for the time be ing the me chan i cal con cept
of cau sal ity of clas si cal nat u ral sci ence gained sole he ge mony in so cio log -
i cal thought.

Only to ward the end of the nine teenth cen tury do we find a new and de -
ci sive re ac tion, in spired by the hu man is tic mo tive of free dom, to this me -
chan i cal way of think ing. The psy chol ogy of hu man be hav ior be gan to at -
tract the cen ter of at ten tion, and the in sight de vel oped that the psy cho log i -
cal mo tives of hu man ac tion can not be grasped in terms of the me chan i cal
con cept of cau sal ity char ac ter is tic of evolutionistic bi ol ogy. At the same
time, a re sur gence of Kant’s crit i cal phi los o phy along so-called neo-
 Kantian lines led to a re newed re flec tion on the lim its in her ent in the nat u -
ral-scientific method of thought. A line of de mar ca tion was drawn be -
tween the nat u ral sci ences and the hu man i ties [Geisteswissenschaften;
“spir i tual” sci ences], with the lat ter founded in a psy chol ogy be long ing to
the hu man i ties [geisteswissenschaftliche Psychologie]. This con trast was
fur ther com pli cated by a dis tinc tion be tween the nat u ral and the cul tural
sci ences; in the lat ter the method of his tor i cal sci ence was el e vated as the
model of thought. Starting from the irrationalistic way of think ing of Ro -
man ti cism and the His tor i cal School, the neo-Kantian thinker Hein rich
Rickert [1863-1936] for mu lated this dis tinc tion as fol lows: the nat u -
ral-scientific method is con cerned with the dis cov ery of gen eral laws and
views all phe nom ena com pletely apart from any val ues and eval u a tions;
the cul tural sci ences, on the con trary, are es pe cially in ter ested in the in di -
vid u al ity of phe nom ena and seek to re late this to val ues (e.g., beauty, jus -
tice, and power) ac knowl edged in so ci ety.

All of this was fol lowed in the twen ti eth cen tury by a great rev o lu tion in 
phys ics it self when it ap peared that mi cro-phenomena in phys i cal pro -
cesses are ba si cally not sub ject to the me chan i cal con cept of cau sal ity and
that the so-called nat u ral laws of clas si cal phys ics can only be main tained
as sta tis ti cal reg u lar i ties for phe nom ena ap pear ing on a large scale. With
this the era of su prem acy for the clas si cal hu man is tic ideal of sci ence fi -
nally had come to an end. How ever, this did not mean a re turn to the spec -
u la tive, a pri ori philo soph i cal sys tems of Ger man free dom ide al ism
(Fichte, Schelling, and Hegel). It was no lon ger pos si ble to find a firm ba -
sis for the hu man is tic free dom mo tive in the old faith in the eter nal ideas
of hu man dig nity and au ton omy. To the ex tent that one wished to safe -
guard the free dom of hu man per son al ity over against the claims of the
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clas si cal, de ter min is tic con cept of cau sal ity, one looked for an “em pir i -
cal” ba sis in the more re cent re search of psy chol ogy.

The un shak able faith of ide al ism had been up rooted. And af ter the [211] 
rev o lu tion in twen ti eth cen tury phys ics which we just de scribed, the en tire 
prob lem of free dom re ceded into the back ground. Irrationalistic
historicism, which had de tached it self from its spir i tual roots in free dom
ide al ism, gained the up per hand ev ery where. In this way the pro cess of the 
re li gious up root ing of hu man ism was set in mo tion.

So cio log i cal sci ence was swept along in this pro cess be fore it had for -
mu lated prop erly the re ally fun da men tal ques tions as to what its field of
re search in fact was. Un der these cir cum stances we can not ex pect so ci ol o -
gists to have ar rived at any clear view con cern ing the mean ing of the con -
cept of cau sal ity as em ployed by them. We will there fore at tempt to clar -
ify this is sue and dem on strate at the same time that the cur rent dis tinc tion
made in so ci ol ogy be tween the ex plan a tory and the nor ma tive point of
view – a dis tinc tion which rests upon the hu man is tic ground-motive of na -
ture and freedom – is in sharp con flict with the or der of re al ity.

The con cept of cau sal ity, if it is to be ap plied in or der to of fer a sci en -
tific ex pla na tion of ob serv able phe nom ena, re quires above all a pos si bil -
ity for com par i son be tween cause and ef fect. It must be pos si ble to sub -
sume “cause and ef fect” un der a sin gle de nom i na tor which lies within the
reach of sci en tific de ter mi na tion. The con cept of cau sal ity of clas si cal
phys ics ful filled this re quire ment com pletely since it es tab lished causal
re la tions only be tween phe nom ena which oc curred within the same as pect 
of re al ity – the as pect of phys i cal en ergy mo tion [energie- beweging].
Thus heat and me chan i cal mo tion, for ex am ple, were in deed com pa ra ble
en ti ties when viewed un der this ab stract as pect. How ever, an en tirely dif -
fer ent sit u a tion arises when an at tempt is made to es tab lish a causal nexus
be tween the physico-chemical as pect of phe nom ena and the as pect of or -
ganic life. Such an ap pli ca tion of the con cept of cau sal ity can be mean ing -
ful only for some one who thinks that the phe nom ena of or ganic life can
ul ti mately be re duced to pro cesses of a purely phys i cal and chem i cal char -
ac ter. How ever, such think ing rests upon a “ma te ri al is tic” pre sup po si tion
or bias which does not have the least ba sis in re al ity as we ex pe ri ence it,
but which is wholly in spired by the clas si cal hu man is tic ideal of sci ence
and re mains rooted in the re li gious ground-motive of hu man ism.

Dual Struc ture of Re al ity
For the truth is this, that the dif fer ent as pects of re al ity, such as phys i cal 
mo tion, or ganic life, feel ing, his tor i cal de vel op ment, law, mo ral ity, etc., 
can not be sub sumed un der the same sci en tific de nom i na tor. They are
mu tu ally ir re duc ible as pects of be ing, in which re al ity man i fests it self to 
us. It is there fore im pos si ble that they should stand in mu tual re la tions
of cause and ef fect to one an other. Thus in so ci ol ogy it is sci en tif i cally
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[212] mean ing less to state that the le gal or der has its cause in a feel ing
for jus tice or that eco nomic val u a tions are “caused” by feel ings of plea -
sure and pain, for the as pect of feel ing of so ci ety is fun da men tally dif -
fer ent from the jural or the eco nomic as pect. When viewed un der the as -
pect of feel ing, phe nom ena evince a char ac ter en tirely dif fer ent from
that which ap pears when in ves ti gated un der the jural or the eco nomic
as pect. There fore, no sci en tific ex pla na tion is of fered at all when one
tries to es tab lish a causal con nec tion be tween the var i ous as pects dis tin -
guish able in re al ity, for we are con cerned here with as pects of re al ity
which do not – in a sci en tific sense – admit of any com par i son.

Su per fi cially, of course, one might ob ject to this po si tion that ev ery one
in fact as sumes such causal re la tions. For in stance, if some one is struck
and killed by a light ning bolt, or if some one com mits sui cide by tak ing
poi son, is it not as sumed with out ques tion that a causal con nec tion ex ists
be tween purely phys i cal and chem i cal pro cesses and the phe nom ena of
or ganic life? Or, if some one is driven by hun ger to steal bread, is it not as -
sumed, again with out ques tion, that a causal con nec tion ex ists be tween
emo tional drives and il le gal con duct? How ever, the ob jec tion would hold
only if also in our ev ery day thinking – the ba sis for such opinions – we
viewed phe nom ena un der var i ous iso lated as pects. But, of course, this is
not at all true. In the nonscientific ex pe ri ence of our daily life, we per ceive 
and grasp things and events in their con crete re al ity, and there they func -
tion in all as pects with out ex cep tion. To put it dif fer ently, purely
physico-chemical pro cesses do not ex ist. Sim i larly, there are no phe nom -
ena in re al ity which are con tained en tirely within the as pect of or ganic life 
or the as pect of feel ing. The en ti ties stud ied by phys ics and chem is try un -
der their phys i cal as pect, func tion no less in the as pects of or ganic life,
con scious feel ing, his tor i cal cul ture, and eco nomic or ju rid i cal life. Thus
we can not speak of “poi sons” within that as pect, of being iso lated by
phys ics and chem is try. Only within the as pect of or ganic life can cer tain
sub stances be poi son ous; that is, in re la tion to the vi tal func tion ing of
plants, an i mals, and hu man be ings. Sim i larly, within the sub jec tive life of
feel ing these sub stances can op er ate as causes only to the ex tent that they
them selves func tion within the as pect of feel ing of re al ity. But what then
are the func tions which these sub stances can ful fill in the as pects of or -
ganic life, feel ing, etc.? Af ter all, we as sume that substances – like poisons 
– by them selves do not pos sess or ganic life, or a fac ulty of feel ing or log i -
cal think ing. Are these sub stances then not re ally of an ex clu sively phys i -
cal and chem i cal char ac ter, so that only phys ics and chem is try can teach
us what they re ally are? If this is in deed your opin ion, then I in vite you to
put it to the test.

In our ev ery day man ner of ex pe ri enc ing re al ity, a bird’s nest is, with out
a doubt, a truly ex ist ing thing, and you know, of course, that [213] this
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nest is built from ma te ri als which by them selves have no or ganic life. But,
if chem is try pro vided you with the ex act chem i cal for mu las of the build -
ing ma te ri als, the com plete re al ity of the bird’s nest would not be fully
grasped. We are deal ing with an an i mal prod uct which ful fills a typ i cal
func tion in a bird’s ex is tence, a func tion which in this prod uct has man i -
fested it self in an ob jec tive fash ion. This is the func tion of an ob ject, an
ob ject-function, as we would term it. This ob ject-function char ac ter izes
the nest only in its re la tion to the sub ject-function of or ganic life which
char ac ter izes the bird and its nest lings. Thus in the bird’s nest we are con -
fronted with a typ i cal re la tion be tween sub ject and ob ject, which is an es -
sen tial com po nent of the re al ity of this prod uct. It is a re la tion which is al -
ready ex pressed in the very term bird’s nest. If we dis re gard this re la tion,
in or der to study the nest ex clu sively ac cord ing to the phys i cal and chem i -
cal as pects of its ma te ri als, then the bird’s nest as such van ishes from our
view and we are left with noth ing but a sci en tific ab strac tion.

This will be come even clearer when we ob serve the role played in so ci -
ety by things which are com posed of in or ganic ma te ri als. Houses, of fices,
fac to ries, mu se ums, streets, high ways, au to mo biles, trains, air planes, etc., 
only have real ex is tence in a sub ject-object re la tion within so ci ety. With -
out ex cep tion they func tion in all as pects of re al ity: in the phys i cal as pect,
in the as pect of or ganic life, in the psy chi cal as pect of feel ing (in their
sensorily per cep ti ble prop er ties), in the log i cal as pect (by vir tue of their
ob jec tive log i cal char ac ter is tics), in the his tor i cal as pect of cul tural de vel -
op ment (they are all prod ucts of hu man cul ture), in the as pect of lan guage
(they pos sess an ob jec tive sym bol i cal mean ing), in the as pect of so cial in -
ter course, in the as pect of eco nomic val u a tion (they are all eco nomic
goods), in the aes thetic as pect (they are all ob jects of aes thetic ap pre ci a -
tion), in the jural as pect (they are all ob jects of hu man rights and le gal
trans ac tions), etc.

But, no one ever ex pe ri ences the re al ity of these things as the sim ple
sum to tal of the func tions they pos sess within the dif fer ent as pects of re al -
ity. Rather, we ex pe ri ence them ex clu sively as typ i cal to tal ity struc tures,
in which their var i ous dis tinct as pects are ar ranged in typ i cal fash ion to
form an in di vid ual whole. There fore, these typ i cal to tal ity struc tures of
con crete things are to be clearly dis tin guished from the con stant struc tures 
dis played by the spe cific as pects of re al ity which we call modal struc tures
be cause they per tain to a par tic u lar mode or way of be ing within a spe cific 
as pect of re al ity. With out a proper in sight into these modal struc tures, it
be comes im pos si ble to achieve sci en tific in sight into the typ i cal to tal ity
struc tures of re al ity. And with out in sight into this dual struc ture of re al ity,
it is im pos si ble in so ci ol ogy to use the con cept of cau sal ity in a sound sci -
en tific man ner. [214]
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Mod ern so ci ol ogy, how ever, has ac tu ally at tempted to “ex plain” the
phe nom ena of hu man so ci ety af ter it had – as a mat ter of principle – dis -
carded these struc tures which make pos si ble these very phe nom ena as
well as our ex pe ri ence of them. There fore, the first ba sic re quire ment for a 
Chris tian so ci ol ogy is to de tach it self from the hu man is tic un der stand ings
of re al ity to which the var i ous schools tac itly ad here. In view of this we
will at tempt to un cover the un der ly ing struc tures of re al ity to which we
have al ready pointed and which, un der the in flu ence of the hu man is tic
ground-motive, have been ban ished from the per spec tive of sci ence. The
dif fi culty of this un der tak ing should not de ter any reader who is equally
con vinced with us of the ur gent ne ces sity of a Chris tian so ci ol ogy. Such a
so ci ol ogy can be de vel oped only in a grad ual fash ion, but never with out a
rad i cal con ver sion of our en tire sci en tific un der stand ing of re al ity, a con -
ver sion which must be brought about by the spir i tual dy namic of the
ground-motive of God’s Word-revelation – creation, fall into sin, and re -
demp tion through Je sus Christ.

Ideal Types and Creational Struc tures

Ul ti mately, all the fun da men tal prob lems of so ci ol ogy seem to con verge 
in the ques tion of how it is pos si ble to bring to gether in a com pre hen -
sive the o ret i cal per spec tive the great di ver sity of modal as pects re vealed 
by so ci ety. The var i ous spe cial sci ences con cerned with so cial re la tion -
ships, such as so cial bi ol ogy, so cial psy chol ogy, his tory, lin guis tics,
eco nom ics, le gal the ory, etc., may re strict them selves to study these re -
la tion ships un der a spe cific modal as pect, such as the as pect of or ganic
life, the as pect of feel ing, the his tor i cal as pect, the as pect of lan guage,
the eco nomic, or the jural as pect. How ever, so ci ol ogy can not adopt this
re stricted per spec tive of a spe cial sci ence. Rather, it is the es sen tial task
of so ci ol ogy to bring to gether all these as pects in a typ i cal com pre hen -
sive the o ret i cal per spec tive. This pre sup poses that one has an idea of the 
mu tual in ter re la tion and co her ence of the as pects, the re spec tive place
which each of them oc cu pies in the en tire or der of the as pects, and, fi -
nally, the man ner in which the as pects are ar ranged within the typ i cal
to tal ity struc tures of re al ity to form in di vid ual wholes.

In other words, our whole the o ret i cal un der stand ing of the un der ly ing
struc tures of re al ity is at stake here. The fun da men tal prob lems we have
raised are in du bi ta bly of an in trin si cally philo soph i cal na ture. But
sociology gains noth ing if it tries to brush these ques tions aside with a
sweep ing ges ture, pro claim ing that it is con tent to con duct re search into
em pir i cal phe nom ena, while the philo soph i cal root prob lems can be left to 
a so cial phi los o phy. Af ter all, is it not ex actly the ques tion of the em pir i cal 
char ac ter of the re al ity of so cial re la tion ships which is at is sue [215] here?
The typ i cal struc tures within which em pir i cal so cial re la tion ships are or -
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dered – such as the struc ture of mar riage, nu clear fam ily, lin eal fam ily,
state, church, busi ness, school, labor or ga ni za tion, so cial in ter course, re -
la tions of war, etc. – are not sensorily per cep ti ble en ti ties pre sented to us
in an ob jec tive space of sense perception. In principle, these typ i cal struc -
tures embrace all modal as pects of reality with out ex cep tion, they ar range
or group these as pects in a typ i cal man ner to form individual to tal i ties,
and they make pos si ble our ex pe ri ence of the con crete and tem po rally
vari able so ci etal phe nom ena. The ques tion re gard ing the in ner na ture of
these so ci etal struc tures sim ply can not be evaded if one wishes to in ves ti -
gate em pir i cal phe nom ena in a truly sci en tific man ner.

Let us take an ex am ple from a socio-historical in quiry into the fac tual
de vel op ment of the life of the state. Is it not im per a tive first to re flect on
what one un der stands by a “state?” Were the prim i tive kin ship com mu ni -
ties, clans, sibs, and tribal com mu ni ties re ally “states?” Is it cor rect to ap -
ply the term state to the me di eval fiefdom of the bish op ric of Utrecht? Did
the state have its or i gins in the fam ily or in con quest? Is the state merely
the in stru ment of power wielded by the rul ing class in or der to keep the
op pressed class in sub jec tion? How are the phys i cal, bi otic, psy chi cal,
his tor i cal, eco nomic, jural, eth i cal, and other as pects in ter re lated within
the struc ture of the state? Does law play the same role in the state as in
other so cial struc tures, or, in its em pir i cal re al ity, is the state noth ing but
an or ga ni za tion of his tor i cal power, while the en force ment of the le gal or -
der rep re sents only one of the nu mer ous pur poses of the state and as such
is ex tra ne ous to a so cio log i cal un der stand ing of the state? Can all these
ques tions be an swered ob jec tively on the ba sis of sense perception?
Surely, any one who has re tained a mea sure of crit i cal aware ness will not
as sert that this is the case!

Is there an al ter na tive so lu tion? Are we to op er ate in so ci ol ogy with
so-called “ideal-type” con cepts which we have ex tracted in ar bi trary fash -
ion from the vari able so cial phe nom ena as these are pre sented to us un der
the his tor i cal as pect of re al ity? Such “ideal types” ul ti mately are noth ing
but sub jec tive con struc tions which can not con trib ute any thing to our in -
sight into the typ i cal to tal ity struc tures of re al ity. Max Weber, the
well-known Ger man scholar who in tro duced these so-called ideal types
into the con cep tual frame work of so ci ol ogy, ex pressly ac knowl edged
their rel a tively ar bi trary and de riv a tive char ac ter and only wished to uti -
lize them as aids to ward a better un der stand ing of the his tor i cal in di vid u -
al ity of phe nom ena, es pe cially of the sub jec tive socio-historical mean ing
of hu man ac tion. He ex plained that “ideal types” are achieved by con -
sciously ex ag ger at ing cer tain traits within “his tor i cal [216] re al ity” and
ab stract ing these from all other traits. He readily ad mit ted that one will
never sim ply come across such an ideal type within re al ity it self. As ex -
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am ple one can point to the ideal type of homo economicus, the fan tasy im -
age of a per son who is driven only and ex clu sively by personal eco nomic
self-interest and of someone who chooses, in a strictly ra tio nal fash ion,
the means whereby these goals could be re al ized. In a sim i lar man ner, one
might con struct an ideal type of the mod ern bu reau cratic state, of church
and sect, of the me di eval city, of me di eval crafts, etc. How ever, the real
struc tural prob lem we have brought to light has not even been raised here;
that is, the ques tion of how the var i ous as pects which man i fest them selves 
in so ci ety are ar ranged within the dis tinctly typ i cal to tal ity struc tures to
form wholly unique in di vid ual en ti ties. Yet this is the ba sic ques tion of all
so ci ol ogy. One reads a great deal in var i ous writ ings and daily news pa -
pers about the “struc tures” of so ci ety and about struc tural changes. But it
is far from clear what ex actly is un der stood by this. Quite of ten these
terms con ceal a sci en tif i cally de fended no tion that eco nomic fac tors are
re ally de ci sive and de ter mine the en tire co her ence of a “so ci ety.” It is also
quite com mon that the ex pres sion “so cial struc ture” con ceals a
pseudo-scientific con cep tion of so ci ety as an “equi lib rium of forces”
whose dis rup tion will nec es sar ily ef fect struc tural changes.

Those who have seen the ur gent ne ces sity for the de vel op ment of a
sociology based on a spir i tual-Christian foun da tion must in ev i ta bly as -
sume a skep ti cal at ti tude to ward this pseudo-scientific meth od ol ogy
which elim i nates the real struc tures of re al ity, for they un der stand that
these struc tures are grounded in the cre ation order. We have seen, of
course, that mod ern sociology did not re ceive its spir i tual dy namic from
the ground-motive of Chris tian ity – cre ation, fall into sin, and sal va tion
through Je sus Christ – but from the hu man is tic ideal of sci ence, ei ther in
its clas si cal nat u ral-scientific form, or in its mod ern historicistic form.
And this ideal of sci ence de pended through out upon hu man kind’s faith in
its own autonomy un der stood in char ac ter is tic hu man is tic fash ion. This
faith could not tol er ate the ac cep tance of a cre ation order to which in -
dividuals, quite in de pend ently of their own sub jec tive think ing and vo li -
tion, are sub ject. Thus so ci ety, in spired by this ideal of sci ence, be gan im -
me di ately to elim i nat e the modal struc tures of the as pects and thought that 
it could grasp the em pir i cal re al ity of so ci ety apart from its un der ly ing
struc tural ma trix.

The elim i na tion of a nor ma tive per spec tive from so cial re al ity led, of
ne ces sity, to the elim i na tion of all those as pects of reality which, in ac cor -
dance with their modal struc ture, bear a nor ma tive char ac ter. As we have
em pha sized, af ter such elim i na tion one is not left with an [217] em pir i cal
so cial re al ity, but with an ar bi trary, ab stract, and sci en tif i cally un sound
con struc tion of that re al ity. The elim i na tion of the modal struc tures of the
as pects di rectly im plied the elim i na tion of the typ i cal to tal ity struc tures or
individuality-structures of so cial re al ity, since the lat ter de pend on the for -
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mer. There fore, since our first ob jec tive must be to ac quire in sight into the
typ i cal to tal ity struc tures of so ci ety and into the dif fer ent ways these
struc tures are mu tu ally in ter twined, we must be gin our own in quiry with
an anal y sis of the modal struc tures of the var i ous dis tinct as pects of so ci -
ety. We will see how such an anal y sis will, in a sur pris ing man ner, pro vide 
us with in sight into the en tire se quence of these as pects and thus into the
place each as pect oc cu pies in this se quence.1 [218]

The Rise of So cial Thought
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1. This was Dooyeweerd’s last con tri bu tion to Nieuw Nederland. It was pub lished in the
is sue dated May 13, 1948. The reader who de sires to pur sue Dooyeweerd’s ar gu ment
can con sult the fol low ing pub li ca tions in Eng lish and Ger man: Herman
Dooyeweerd,“Historicism and the  Sense of His tory,” in In the Twi light of West ern
Thought, ed. Jamie Smith, The Col lected Works of Herman Dooyeweerd, gen. ed.
D.F.M. Strauss, (Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1999), se ries B, vol. 2: 43-76; and 
“Die Philosophie der Gesetzesidee und ihre Bedeutung fhr die Rechts- un
Sozialphilosophie,” Archiv fhr Rechts- und Sozialphilosophie, vol. 53 (1967): 1-20 and 
465-513. Dooyeweerd’s most elaborate ex pli ca tion of the so-called modal struc tures of 
re al ity and the to tal ity struc tures of so ci ety is con tained in the sec ond and third vol umes 
of his A New Cri tique of The o ret i cal Thought, trans. Da vid H. Free man and Wil liam S.
Young, The Col lected Works of Herman Dooyeweerd, gen. ed. D.F.M. Strauss, (re -
print, Lewiston: The Edwin Mellen Press, 1997). A nearly ex haus tive bib li og ra phy of
Dooyeweerd’s pub li ca tions in Eng lish, French, and Ger man be fore 1975, as well as a
list of writ ings about him is sued be fore that date can be found in L. Kalsbeek, Con tours
of a Chris tian Phi los o phy: An In tro duc tion to Herman Dooyeweerd’s Thought, ed.
Ber nard Zylstra and Josina Zylstra (To ronto: Wedge, 1975), 307-313.





Trans la tor’s Pref ace (1979 edition)

A few months af ter the Sec ond World War, in Au gust 1945, Herman
Dooyeweerd be came ed i tor of a weekly pa per named Nieuw Nederland. 
Dur ing the next three years he con trib uted to it reg u larly, thus in his
own highly dis tinc tive way sound ing the note of Ref or ma tion amidst se -
ri ous and ded i cated at tempts at post war re newal and even re con struc tion 
of the so cial and po lit i cal or der in the Neth er lands. That note needed to
be sounded with the great est pos si ble clar ity. The spir i tual cri sis de -
manded a di ag no sis based on a sus tained sys tem atic anal y sis of the re li -
gious roots of west ern cul ture. Dooyeweerd’s ar ti cles at tempted to do
just that. A brief sketch of the back ground against which they were writ -
ten may help to clar ify this.

Since the days of Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer and Abra ham
Kuyper, just be fore the turn of the cen tury, Cal vin ism had been a way of
life and one of the very pil lars of the Dutch so cial or der. Far from be ing a
theo log i cal sys tem along ra tio nal ist lines, con tin u ing a dead or at least sti -
fling tra di tion, as has by and large been the case in An glo-Saxon coun -
tries, Dutch Cal vin ism ad dressed it self rel e vantly and in ci sively to ev ery
sphere of life. One need but read Kuyper’s Stone Lec tures on Cal vin ism
pre sented at Prince ton in 1898 to sense some thing of the tre men dous vi tal -
ity and broad ness of scope in her ent in “the Cal vin ist world and life view.”

But in the course of the twen ties a spir i tual ap a thy crept into the Re -
formed com mu nity. The bat tle for pub lic rec og ni tion and gov ern men tal
sup port of Chris tian schools had been won; in the po lit i cal arena the Cal -
vin ist Anti-revolutionary Party was firmly es tab lished; in pub lic and pri -
vate life the Cal vin ist was thor oughly re spect able. But the great lead ers
were gone, and it seemed to some that the rigor with which the cen tral
prin ci ples (“an tith e sis” and “sphere sov er eignty”) were main tained and
put into prac tice was not en tirely un like rigor mor tis.

At that time Dooyeweerd, who was born in 1894, had com pleted his
for mal stud ies in law at the Free Uni ver sity and had served in a va ri ety of
gov ern men tal po si tions. Be cause he rec og nized the need to en gage in
foun da tional stud ies, in 1922 he was in vited to be come head of the
Kuyper In sti tute in The Hague – the re search cen ter of the Anti-revolu -
tionary Party. In this ca pac ity he launched an am bi tious pub li ca tion pro -
gram aimed at out lin ing the foun da tion of Chris tian po lit i cal the ory and
prac tice. In many ways one can draw a par al lel be tween those ef forts of
the twen ties and the fo cus of the col lec tion now be fore us. Then, too, his
in tent was to call peo ple to re flec tion on the vi tal strength of the bib li cal
or der ing prin ci ples for the whole of so ci etal life, draw ing on the work of
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Abra ham Kuyper who in turn had de pended greatly on the Cal vin ist
tradition – particularly on John Cal vin him self – to in spire truly Chris tian
ac tion and or ga ni za tion. In 1926 Dooyeweerd was ap pointed pro fes sor of
le gal phi los o phy at the Free Uni ver sity, and for the next two de cades he
de voted nearly all his en er gies to the de vel op ment of Chris tian schol ar -
ship. In the area of phi los o phy his great tril ogy, De Wijsbegeerte der
Wetsidee (Phi los o phy of the Cosmonomic Idea), pub lished in 1935-36,
was an el o quent wit ness to the vast ness of his vi sion which he elab o rated
with ref er ence to sev eral spe cial sci ences, es pe cially po lit i cal and le gal
the ory, in nu mer ous ac a demic mono graphs.

Im me di ately af ter the war, how ever, the need to ad dress the non-
 academic com mu nity was par tic u larly ur gent once again. Dur ing the war
a spirit of unity and deeply felt com rade ship, born of the need to en trust
one’s life to the next re sis tance fighter, had fos tered hope among many
that a last ing bond could be forged, not only when a com mon en emy was
to be fought, but also when Hol land was to be built up again. For many the 
ques tion was ex is ten tial: can we not “break through” the old, ideo log i -
cally in spired oppositions and di vi sions within the na tion? Should we not
con sider the Marx ist no tion of “class strug gle” and the Cal vin ist no tion of
“an tith e sis” to be rel ics of a by gone era? Let us build as we battled –
together!

Such was the ap peal is sued by the Dutch Na tional Move ment. Ini tially
it met with ea ger re sponse. Along with many a lead ing states man, Queen 
Wilhelmina was very fa vor ably dis posed to ward the move ment’s as pi ra -
tions and hoped that the first free elec tions, to be held in the spring of
1946, would en trench the new ideal in the places of power. When
Dooyeweerd be gan his se ries of ar ti cles, the prin ci ple of pluriform de -
moc racy was at stake. This prin ci ple safe guarded the pres ence of a Chris -
tian po si tion in the pub lic realm along side the con ser va tive, cen trist, and
rad i cal po si tions of hu man ism. The Dutch Na tional Move ment fa voured
the elim i na tion of the spir i tual “an tith e sis” be tween Chris tian ity and hu -
man ism in pub lic life. In prac tice this would mean the re place ment of the
prin ci ple of pluriform de moc racy by the new com mu nity ideal of “per -
sonal so cial ism” which en tailed de cen tral ized gov ern ment and sup pos -
edly was based on both hu man ist and Chris tian worldviews.

As it turned out, the prin ci ple of pluriform de moc racy, which con sti -
tuted the ba sis for Hol land’s par lia men tary sys tem since the 1880s, pre -
vailed dur ing the 1946 elec tions. And it can not be de nied that
Dooyeweerd’s call to fun da men tal re flec tion, is sued weekly in Nieuw
Nederland, was a con trib ut ing fac tor.

In Dooyeweerd’s view, those who prop a gated the unity of the peo ple on 
the ba sis of a break through of old lines of prin ci pled de mar ca tion had
been up rooted by the cri sis of the west ern world in the twen ti eth cen tury,
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an uprootedness which had be come the more ex is ten tial be cause of the
hor rors and atroc i ties of that ter ri ble war. Con se quently, they were un able
to re ally come to grips with the ques tion as to the di rec tion post war re -
newal would have to take. Dooyeweerd was con vinced that this ques tion
could be an swered only against the back ground of a fun da men tal re flec -
tion on, and reappropriation of, one’s roots, the wellsprings and ul ti mate
sources of in spi ra tion that alone can con fer mean ing on ac tion. To be rad i -
cal one must go back to the roots of one’s cul ture, to the sources of the
com mu nal ways of life in which in di vid u als, in sti tu tions, and or ga ni za -
tions live and move and have their be ing. This is what his ar ti cles were all
about.

Herein lies their sig nif i cance be yond that post war pe riod of hope and
con fu sion, be yond the bor ders of the Low Coun tries. For it was in this sit -
u a tion that Dooyeweerd for the first time of fered to a broad pub lic the re -
sults of his in ves ti ga tions into the role of the ground-mo tives as the dy -
namic, com mu nity-establishing ex pres sions of ul ti mate mean ing in terms
of which west ern civ i li za tion has been, and still is be ing, shaped. Three
points are of out stand ing im por tance here:

1. If the ground-mo tives in deed em body ul ti mate mean ing, it is here
that ev ery bat tle of the spir its in the strug gle for cul tural di rec tion re -
veals its true char ac ter, its re li gious na ture. This means that the an -
tith e sis – even if the word it self is not par tic u larly for tu nate – re fers
to the in trin sic con nec tion be tween re li gion and the whole of life so
that there sim ply are lines of de mar ca tion and cru cial dif fer ences
that are not “ne go tia ble.”

2. If the ground-mo tives are com mu nity-establishing driv ing forces,
cat a lyz ers of ac tion, they con sti tute the her me neu tic keys for un der -
stand ing and in ter pret ing pe ri ods and pat terns of his tory and cul ture.
They speak to us of our roots, our pres ence, and our des ti na tion. This 
im plies that the mean ing of such in ci sive his tor i cal di ver gences can
come to rad i cal clar ity, that there are cri te ria by which the spir its
may be tested, and that au then tic con fron ta tion is pos si ble.

3. If the ground-mo tives are spir i tual pow ers that – often unawares –
take hold of the hearts of men and women, they will in deed in spire
all un der stand ing, in ter pre ta tion, and ev ery other kind of ac tion. This 
im plies two pos si bil i ties. Ei ther one en gages in re flec tion on the
ground-mo tives which leads to self-reflection and self-critique that
gets at the heart of things, that reaches down to the most fun da men tal 
choice one must nec es sar ily make, or one is swept along by su -
pra-individual pow ers, per haps in res ig na tion or fed by false hope,
to ward il lu sion ary goals. More over, if the most fun da men tal well -
springs of ac tion are rec og nized for what they are – religious
ground-mo tives – open di a logue is pos si ble among ad her ents of di -
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ver gent con vic tions as equal part ners in a dis cus sion, all shar ing in
the awe some re al ity of a bro ken world, bro ken on ac count of what
man has done and has failed to do.

Dooyeweerd’s study of the ground-mo tives is not an ex am ple of
historistic rel a tiv ism. The con di tion humaine and our com mon re spon si -
bil ity for it de mand open di a logue among equals, but such equality does 
not ex tend to the ul ti mate mo ti va tions by which peo ple and cul tures are
driven. Struc turally re li gious, man gives his heart to forces that pro long
and in ten sify the brokenness of hu man life, pow ers called forth by man
him self that tear him apart. But Dooyeweerd makes a fun da men tal dis -
tinc tion be tween apos tate ground-mo tives and the bib li cal one. Apos tate 
ground-mo tives dis play an in her ent di a lec tic, that is, a “de struc tive
principle” is at work at their very core. This de struc tive principle is a
spirit of ne ga tion that stands over against revelationally given mean ing
as ma trix of man kind’s place and call ing in cre ation. In this way
Dooyeweerd of fers a re newed and deep ened un der stand ing of the sig -
nif i cance of the “an tith e sis” be tween the spirit of dark ness and the liv -
ing, heal ing power of the Word of God.

This book is a pro found call to depth-level re flec tion on the dy nam ics of 
cul tural for ma tion. I hope that it will con trib ute to an in creas ing aware -
ness of what is truly im por tant in pri vate and pub lic life.

John Kraay
Free Uni ver sity of Am ster dam
Christ mas 1978
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Ed i to rial Pref ace (1979 edi tion)

This book con tains a col lec tion of fifty-eight ar ti cles orig i nally pub -
lished by Herman Dooyeweerd in the weekly Nieuw Nederland be tween 
Au gust 1945 and May 1948. Nearly all of this ma te rial was first is sued
in book form by J.A. Oosterhoff un der the ti tle Vernieuwing en Bezin -
ning om het reformatorisch grondmotief (Re newal and Re flec tion con -
cern ing the Reformational Ground-Mo tive [Zutphen: J.B. van den
Brink, 1959]).

Oosterhoff also in cluded in the Dutch col lec tion eigh teen other ar ti cles
which Dooyeweerd had pub lished as a par al lel se ries in Nieuw Nederland. 
These dealt with the in dus trial or ga ni za tion pol i cies of the post war Dutch
gov ern ment, the re la tion be tween in dus try and the state, the na ture of the
busi ness en ter prise, and the im pact of historicism on Guillaume Groen
van Prinsterer’s thought. This ma te rial is highly sig nif i cant for an un der -
stand ing es pe cially of Dooyeweerd’s con cep tion of in dus try in its re la tion 
to the state. How ever, since these ar ti cles were writ ten in the con text of
im me di ate is sues within the Dutch socio-economy, they fall out side the
scope of the ma te rial made avail able here. And be cause of their con sid er -
ably more tech ni cal char ac ter, they would re quire a quite elab o rate foot -
note ap pa ra tus to in tro duce them to the An glo-Saxon reader. Since they
deal with per ma nent is sues within an in dus tri al ized so ci ety, they should
in deed be pub lished in Eng lish, pos si bly in con nec tion with all of the
other ma te rial which Dooyeweerd wrote about in dus trial struc ture, la bor
or ga ni za tion and socio-economic pol icy be tween 1944 and 1955. Or they
could be in cluded in a more per ma nent edi tion of Dooyeweerd’s jour nal -
is tic ef forts in Nieuw Nederland as part of the Col lected Works. The pos -
si bil ity of an Eng lish edi tion of the Col lected Works was dis cussed with
Dooyeweerd shortly be fore his death in 1977 and is cur rently be ing pur -
sued by the Dooyeweerd Pub li ca tion So ci ety es tab lished by an in ter na -
tional group of schol ars in ter ested in this mam moth un der tak ing.

The de ci sion to limit this trans la tion to Dooyeweerd’s treat ment of the
im pact of the bib li cal, Greek, Ro man Cath o lic, and hu man ist ground-mo -
tives upon west ern cul ture was first made by H. Evan Run ner of Cal vin
Col lege in Grand Rapids, Mich i gan. With his en cour age ment the mem -
bers of the Groen van Prinsterer So ci ety pre pared an in-house ver sion in
the six ties. This served as the ba sis of John Kraay’s trans la tion, whose
work was ed ited by Mark Vander Vennen, a grad u ate stu dent in phi los o -
phy at Duquesne Uni ver sity in Pitts burgh. Beert C. Verstraete, a grad u ate
in clas sics at the Uni ver sity of To ronto, kindly con sented to trans late the
last sec tions, en ti tled “Es tates and Classes” and “Ba sic Prob lems in So ci -
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ol ogy,” which were not in cluded in the Oosterhoff edi tion of 1959. Un for -
tu nately, even with this ad di tion the fi nal chap ter does not com plete the
to tal ar gu ment which Dooyeweerd had planned to de velop. This is due to
the fact that quite un ex pect edly he ter mi nated his in volve ment in the pub -
li ca tion of Nieuw Nederland.

The di vi sion of the ma te rial into the pres ent eight chap ters is dif fer ent
from Oosterhoff’s di vi sion into three. His first chap ter, en ti tled “An tith e -
sis,” con tained the in tro duc tion and the first four chap ters of this book His
sec ond chap ter, en ti tled “Ref or ma tion and Ac com mo da tion,” is nearly
iden ti cal with chap ter five. And his third Chap ter, “Ref or ma tion and Hu -
man ism,” em braced what is here pub lished in the fi nal three chap ters. The
new di vi sion, in tended to make the ma te rial more ac ces si ble, is a re sult of
the com bined ef forts of John Kraay, Mark Vander Vennen, and my self.
The three of us are also re spon si ble for the foot notes. The new ti tle was
cho sen, af ter much search ing, to re flect more ad e quately the con tent of the 
book.

Be cause this trans la tion had gone through so many hands, I took it upon 
my self to check it in its en tirety against the orig i nal, as I had prom ised pro -
fes sor Dooyeweerd. I hope that this book will con trib ute not only to an un -
der stand ing of Dooyeweerd’s thought, but to an as sess ment of the spir i -
tual ex haus tion of the West and a sur ren der to the re vi tal iz ing power of the 
Spirit of Christ.

Ber nard Zylstra
In sti tute for Chris tian Stud ies, Toronto
Sum mer 1979
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Glossary

[The fol low ing glos sary of Dooyeweerd’s tech ni cal terms and ne olo -
gisms is re pro duced and ed ited by Daniël F. M. Strauss, with the per -
mis sion of its author, Al bert M. Wol ters, from C. T. McIn tire, ed., The
Leg acy of Her man Dooyeweerd: Re flec tions on Criti cal Phi loso phy in
the Chris tian Tra di tion (Uni ver sity Press of Amer ica, Lanham MD,
1985), 167–171.]

THIS GLOS SARY OF HERMAN DOOYEWEERD’S terms is an adapted ver -
sion of the one pub lished in L. Kalsbeek, Con tours of a Chris tian Phi -
los o phy (To ronto: Wedge, 1975). It does not pro vide ex haus tive tech ni -
cal def i ni tions but gives hints and point ers for a better un der stand ing.
En tries marked with an as ter isk are those terms which are used by
Dooyeweerd in a way which is un usual in Eng lish-speaking philo soph i -
cal con texts and are, there fore, a po ten tial source of mis un der stand ing.
Words or phrases in small caps and be gin ning with a cap i tal let ter re fer
to other en tries in this glos sary.

* Anal ogy (see LAW-SPHERE)– Col lec tive name for a RET RO CI PA TION or an
ANTICI PA TION.

* An tici pa tion– An ANALOGY within one MODAL ITY re fer ring to a later mo -
dal ity. An ex am ple is “ef fi ciency,” a meaning- moment which is found
within the his tori cal mo dal ity, but which points for ward to the later eco -
nomic mo dal ity. Con trast with RET RO CI PA TION.

* An tin omy– Li terally “con flict of laws” (from Greek anti, “against,” and no -
mos, “law”). A log i cal con tra dic tion aris ing out of a fail ure to dis tin guish
the dif fer ent kinds of law valid in dif fer ent MODALITIES. Since ontic laws
do not con flict (Principium Exclusae Antinomiae), an antinomy is al ways a
log i cal sign of on to log i cal reductionism.

* An tithe sis– Used by Dooyeweerd (fol low ing Abra ham Kuyper) in a spe cifi -
cally re lig ious sense to re fer to the fun da men tal spiri tual op po si tion be -
tween the king dom of God and the king dom of dark ness. See Ga la tians
5:17. Since this is an op po si tion be tween re gimes, not realms, it runs
through every de part ment of hu man life and cul ture, in clud ing phi loso phy
and the aca demic en ter prise as a whole, and through the heart of every be -
liever as he or she strug gles to live a life of un di vided al le giance to God.

As pect– A syn onym for MODALITY.

Cos monomic idea– Dooyeweerd’s own Eng lish ren der ing of the Dutch term
wet sidee. Oc ca sion ally equiva lents are “tran scen den tal ground idea” or
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“tran scen den tal ba sic idea.” The in ten tion of this new term is to bring to ex -
pres sion that there ex ists an un break able co her ence be tween God’s law (no -
mos) and cre ated re al ity (cos mos) fac tu ally sub jected to God’s law.

Dia lec tic– In Dooyeweerd’s us age: an un re solv able ten sion, within a sys tem or 
line of thought, be tween two logi cally ir rec on cil able po lar po si tions. Such a 
dia lec ti cal ten sion is char ac ter is tic of each of the three non- Christian
GROUND-MO TIVES which Dooyeweerd sees as hav ing domi nated western
thought.

*Enkap sis (enkap tic)– A ne ol o gism bor rowed by Dooyeweerd from the Swiss 
bi ol o gist Heidenhain, and de rived from the Greek enkaptein, “to swal low
up.” The term re fers to the struc tural interlacements which can ex ist be -
tween things, plants, an i mals, and so ci etal struc tures which have their own
in ter nal struc tural prin ci ple and in de pend ent qual i fy ing func tion. As such,
enkapsis is to be clearly dis tin guished from the part-whole re la tion, in
which there is a com mon in ter nal struc ture and qual i fy ing func tion.

Fac tual Side– Gen eral des ig na tion of what ever is sub jected to the LAW-SIDE

of crea tion (see SUB JECT-SIDE).

Found ing Func tion– The ear li est of the two mo dali ties which char ac ter ize cer -
tain types of struc tural wholes. The other is called the GUID ING FUNC TION.
For ex am ple, the found ing func tion of the fam ily is the bi otic mo dal ity.

* Ge gen stand– A Ger man word for “ob ject,” used by Dooyeweerd as a tech ni -
cal term for a mo dal ity when ab stracted from the co her ence of time and op -
posed to the ana lyti cal func tion in the theo reti cal at ti tude of thought,
thereby es tab lish ing the Gegenstand-relation. Ge gen stand is there fore the
tech ni cally pre cise word for the ob ject of SCI ENCE, while “ob ject” it self is
re served for the ob jects of NAIVE EXPE RI ENCE.

Ground- motive– The Dutch term grond mo tief, used by Dooyeweerd in the
sense of fun da men tal mo ti va tion, driv ing force. He dis tin guished four ba sic
ground- motives in the his tory of West ern civi li za tion:
(1) form and mat ter, which domi nated pa gan Greek phi loso phy; (2) na ture
and grace, which un der lay me die val Chris tian syn the sis thought; (3) na ture
and free dom, which has shaped the phi loso phies of mod ern times; and (4)
crea tion, fall, and re demp tion, which lies at the root of a radi cal and in te -
grally scrip tural phi loso phy.

Guid ing Func tion– The high est sub ject-function of a struc tural whole (e.g.
stone, ani mal, busi ness en ter prise, or state). Ex cept in the case of hu mans,
this func tion is also said to QUAL IFY the struc tural whole. It is called the
guid ing func tion be cause it “guides” or “leads” its ear lier func tions. For ex -
am ple, the guid ing func tion of a plant is the bi otic. The physi cal func tion of 
a plant (as stud ied, e.g., by bio chem is try) is dif fer ent from physi cal func -
tion ing else where be cause of its be ing “guided” by the bi otic. Also called
“lead ing func tion.”
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* Heart– The con cen tra tion point of hu man ex is tence; the su pratem po ral fo cus 
of all hu man tem po ral func tions; the re lig ious root unity of hu mans.
Dooyeweerd says that it was his re dis cov ery of the bib li cal idea of the heart
as the cen tral re lig ious depth di men sion of hu man mul ti fac eted life which
en abled him to wres tle free from neo- Kantianism and phe nome nol ogy. The
Scrip tures speak of this fo cal point also as “soul,” “spirit,” and “in ner man.” 
Phil io sophi cal equiva lents are Ego, I, I- ness, and Self hood. It is the heart in
this sense which sur vives death, and it is by the re lig ious re di rec tion of the
heart in re gen era tion that all hu man tem po ral func tions are re newed.

* Im ma nence Phi loso phy– A name for all non- Christian phi loso phy, which
tries to find the ground and in te gra tion of re al ity within the cre ated or der.
Un like Chris ti an ity, which ac knowl edges a tran scen dent Crea tor above all
things, im ma nence phi loso phy of ne ces sity ab so lu tizes some fea ture or as -
pect of crea tion it self.

* Individuality- structure– This term rep re sents ar gu ably one of the most dif -
fi cult con cepts in Dooyeweerd’s phi los o phy. Coined in both Dutch and
Eng lish by Dooyeweerd him self it has led some times to se ri ous mis un der -
stand ings amongst schol ars. Over the years there have been var i ous at -
tempts to come up with an al ter nate term, some of which are de scribed be -
low, but in the ab sence of a con sen sus it was de cided to leave the term the
way it is.
   It is the gen eral name or the char ac ter is tic law (or der) of con crete things,
as given by vir tue of cre ation. In di vid u al ity-structures be long to the law-
 side of re al ity. Dooyeweerd uses the term in di vid u al ity-structure to in di cate
the ap pli ca bil ity of a struc tural or der for the ex is tence of in di vid ual en ti ties.
Thus the struc tural laws for the state, for mar riage, for works of art, for
mos qui toes, for so dium chlo ride, and so forth are called in di vid u al ity-
 structures. The idea of an in di vid ual whole is de ter mined by an in di vid u al -
ity-structure which pre cedes the the o ret i cal anal y sis of its modal func tions.
The iden tity of an in di vid ual whole is a rel a tive unity in a mul ti plic ity of
func tions. (See MODALITY.) Van Riessen pre fers to call this law for en ti ties 
an iden tity-structure, since as such it guar an tees the per sis tent iden tity of
all en ti ties (Wijsbegeerte, [Kampen, 1970], 158). In his work (Alive, An En -
quiry into the Or i gin and Mean ing of Life  [Vallecito, Cal i for nia: Ross
House Books, 1984]), M. Verbrugge in tro duces his own dis tinct sys tem atic
ac count con cern ing the na ture of (what he calls) func tors, a word first in tro -
duced by Hendrik Hart for the di men sion of in di vid u al ity-structures (cf.
Hart: Un der stand ing Our World, To wards an In te gral On tol ogy [New
York, 1984], 445–446). As a sub sti tute for the no tion of an in di vid u al ity-
 structure, Verbrugge ad vances the term: idionomy (cf. Alive, 42, 81ff.,
91ff.). Of course this term may also cause mis un der stand ing if it is taken to
mean that each in di vid ual crea ture (sub ject) has its own unique law. What is 
in tended is that ev ery type of law (no mos) is meant to de limit and de ter mine 
unique sub jects. In other words, how ever spec i fied the uni ver sal ity of the
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law may be, it can never, in its bear ing upon unique in di vid ual crea tures, it -
self be come some thing uniquely in di vid ual. An other way of grasp ing the
mean ing of Dooyeweerd’s no tion of an in di vid u al ity-structure is, in fol low -
ing an oral sug ges tion by Roy Clouser (Zeist, Au gust 1986), to call it a
type-law (from Greek: typonomy). This sim ply means that all en ti ties of a
cer tain type con form to this law. The fol low ing per spec tive given by M.D.
Stafleu elu ci dates this ter mi nol ogy in a sys tem atic way (Time and Again, A
Sys tem atic Anal y sis of the Foun da tions of Phys ics [To ronto: Wedge Pub -
lishing Foun da tion, 1980], 6, 11): typ i cal laws (type-laws/typonomies, such
as the Cou lomb law – ap pli ca ble only to charged en ti ties and the Pauli prin -
ci ple – ap pli ca ble only to fer mions) are spe cial laws which ap ply to a lim -
ited class of en ti ties only, whereas modal laws hold uni ver sally for all pos -
si ble en ti ties. D.F.M. Strauss (“Inleiding tot die Kosmologie.” SACUM,
[1980]) in tro duces the ex pres sion en tity struc tures. The term en tity com -
prises both the in di vid u al ity and the iden tity of the thing con cerned – there -
fore it ac counts for the re spec tive em pha ses found in Dooyeweerd’s no tion
of in di vid u al ity-structures and in Van Riessen’s no tion of iden tity struc -
tures. The fol low ing words of Dooyeweerd show that both the in di vid u al -
ity and iden tity of an en tity is de ter mined by its in di vid u al ity-structure: “In
gen eral we can es tab lish that the fac tual tem po ral du ra tion of a thing as an
in di vid ual and iden ti cal whole is de pend ent on the pres er va tion of its struc -
ture of in di vid u al ity” (A New Critique, vol.3,79).

Ir re duci bil ity (ir re duci ble)– In ca pa bil ity of theo reti cal re duc tion. This is the
nega tive way of re fer ring to the unique dis tinct ive ness of things and as pects 
which we find eve ry where in crea tion and which theo reti cal thought must
re spect. In so far as eve ry thing has its own pe cu liar cre ated na ture and char -
ac ter, it can not be un der stood in terms of cate go ries for eign to it self.

* Law– The no tion of crea tional law is cen tral to Dooyeweerd’s phi loso phy.
Eve ry thing in crea tion is sub ject to God’s law for it, and ac cord ingly law is
the bound ary be tween God and crea tion. Scrip tural syno nyms for law are
“or di nance,” “de cree,” “com mand ment,” “word,” and so on. Dooyeweerd
stresses that law is not in op po si tion to, but the con di tion for true free dom.
See also NORM and LAW-SIDE.

Law- Side– The cre ated cos mos, for Dooyeweerd, has two cor rela tive “sides”:
a law- side and a fac tual side (ini tially called: SUB JECT-SIDE). The former is
sim ply the co her ence of God’s laws or or di nances for crea tion; the lat ter is
the to tal ity of cre ated re al ity which is sub ject to those laws. It is im por tant
to note that the law- side al ways holds uni ver sally.

Law- Sphere (see MODAL STRUC TURE and MODAL ITY)– The cir cle of laws
quali fied by a unique, ir re duc ible, and in de fin able meaning- nucleus is
known as a law- sphere. Within every law- sphere tem po ral re al ity has a mo -
dal func tion and in this func tion is sub jected (French: su jet) to the laws of
the mo dal spheres. There fore every law- sphere has a law- side and a
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subject- side that are given only in un break able cor re la tion with each other.
(See DIA GRAM on p. 233.)

* Mean ing– Dooyeweerd uses the word “mean ing” in an un usual sense. By it
he means the ref er en tial, non- self- sufficient char ac ter of cre ated re al ity in
that it points be yond it self to God as Ori gin. Dooyeweerd stresses that re al -
ity is mean ing in this sense and that, there fore, it does not have mean ing.
“Mean ing” is the Chris tian al ter na tive to the meta physi cal sub stance of im -
ma nence phi los o phy. “Mean ing” be comes al most a syno nym for “re al ity.”
Note the many com pounds formed from it: meaning- nucleus, meaning- side, 
meaning- moment, meaning- fullness.

* Meaning- nucleus– The in de fin able core mean ing of a MODAL ITY.

Mo dal ity (See MODAL STRUC TURE and LAW-SPHERE)– One of the fif teen
fun da men tal ways of be ing, dis tin guished by Dooyeweerd. As modes of be -
ing, they are sharply dis tin guished from the con crete things which func tion
within them. Ini tially Dooyeweerd dis tin guished four teen as pects only, but
in 1950 he in tro duced the kine mati cal as pect of uni form move ment be tween
the spa tial and the physi cal as pects. Mo dali ties are also known as “mo dal
func tions,” “mo dal as pects,” or as “fac ets” of cre ated re al ity. (See DIA -

GRAM on p. 233.)

Mo dal Struc ture  (see MODAL ITY and LAW-SPHERE)– The pe cu liar con stel la -
tion, in any given mo dal ity, of its meaning- moments (an tici pa tory, ret ro ci -
pa tory, nu clear). Con trast INDI VIDU AL ITY-STRUC TURE.

* Na ive ex pe ri ence– Hu man ex pe ri ence in so far as it is not “theo reti cal” in
Dooyeweerd’s pre cise sense. “Na ive” does not mean un so phis ti cated.
Some times called “or di nary” or “eve ry day” ex pe ri ence. Dooyeweerd takes
pains to em pha size that the ory is em bed ded in this eve ry day ex pe ri ence and 
must not vio late it.

Norm (nor ma tive)– Post psy chi cal laws, that is, mo dal laws for the ana lyti cal
through pis ti cal law- spheres (see LAW-SPHERE and DIA GRAM on p. 233).
These laws are norms be cause they need to be posi tiv ized (see POSI TIV IZE)
and can be vio lated, in dis tinc tion from the “natu ral laws” of the pre-
 analytical spheres which are obeyed in vol un tar ily (e.g., in a di ges tive pro -
cess).

* Nuclear- moment– A syno nym for MEAN ING-NU CLEUS and LAW-SPHERE,
used to des ig nate the in de fin able core mean ing of a MODAL ITY or as pect of
cre ated re al ity.

* Ob ject– Some thing quali fied by an ob ject func tion and thus cor re lated to a
sub ject function. A work of art, for in stance, is quali fied by its cor re la tion
to the hu man sub jec tive func tion of aes thetic ap pre cia tion. Simi larly, the
ele ments of a sac ra ment are pis ti cal ob jects.

Open ing pro cess– The pro cess by which la tent mo dal an tici pa tions are
“opened” or ac tu al ized. The mo dal mean ing is then said to be “deep ened.”
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It is this pro cess which makes pos si ble the cul tural de vel op ment (dif fer en -
tia tion) of so ci ety from a primi tive (“closed,” un dif fer en ti ated) stage. For
ex am ple, by the open ing or dis clo sure of the ethi cal an tici pa tion in the ju -
ridi cal as pect, the mo dal mean ing of the le gal as pect is deep ened and so ci -
ety can move from the prin ci ple of “an eye for an eye” to the con sid era tion
of ex tenu at ing cir cum stances in the ad mini stra tion of jus tice.

* Phi loso phy– In Dooyeweerd’s pre cise sys tem atic ter mi nol ogy, phi loso phy is
the en cy clo pe dic sci ence, that is, its proper task is the theo reti cal in ves ti ga -
tion of the over all sys tem atic in te gra tion of the vari ous sci en tific dis ci plines 
and their fields of in quiry. Dooyeweerd also uses the term in a more in clu -
sive sense, es pe cially when he points out that all phi loso phy is rooted in a
pre theo reti cal re lig ious com mit ment and that some philo sophi cal con cep -
tion, in turn, lies at the root of all sci en tific schol ar ship.

Posi tiv ize– A word coined to trans late the Dutch word posi tiv eren, which
means to make posi tive in the sense of be ing ac tu ally valid in a given time
or place. For ex am ple, posi tive law is the leg is la tion which is in force in a
given coun try at a par ticu lar time; it is con trasted with the le gal prin ci ples
which law mak ers must posi tiv ize as leg is la tion. In a gen eral sense, it re fers
to the re spon si ble im ple men ta tion of all nor ma tive prin ci ples in hu man life
as em bod ied, for ex am ple, in state leg is la tion, eco nomic pol icy, ethi cal
guide lines, and so on.

Qual ify– The GUID ING FUNC TION of a thing is said to qual ify it in the sense of 
char ac ter iz ing it. In this sense a plant is said to be quali fied by the bi otic
and a state by the ju ridi cal [as pects].

* Radi cal– Dooyeweerd fre quently uses this term with an im plicit ref er ence to
the Greek mean ing of ra dix = root. This us age must not be con fused with
the po liti cal con no ta tion of the term radi cal in Eng lish. In other works
Dooyeweerd some times para phrases his use of the term radi cal with the
phrase: pene trat ing to the root of cre ated re al ity.

* Re lig ion (re lig ious)– For Dooyeweerd, re lig ion is not an area or sphere of
life but the all- encompassing and direction- giving root of it. It is serv ice of
God (or a sub sti tute no- god) in every do main of hu man en deavor. As such,
it is to be sharply dis tin guished from re lig ious faith, which is but one of the
many acts and at ti tudes of hu man ex is tence. Re lig ion is an af fair of the
HEART and so di rects all hu man func tions. Dooyeweerd says re lig ion is
“the in nate im pulse of the hu man self hood to di rect it self to ward the true or
to ward a pre tended ab so lute Ori gin of all tem po ral di ver sity of mean ing” (A 
New Critique, vol.1, 57).

* Ret ro ci pa tion– A fea ture in one MODAL ITY which re fers to, is remi nis cent
of, an ear lier one, yet re tain ing the mo dal quali fi ca tion of the as pect in
which it is found. The “ex ten sion” of a con cept, for ex am ple, is a kind of
logi cal space: it is a strictly logi cal af fair, and yet it harks back to the spa tial 
mo dal ity in its origi nal sense. See ANTICI PA TION.
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* Sci ence– Two things are noted about Dooyeweerd’s use of the term “sci -
ence.” In the first place, as a trans la tion of the Dutch word wetenschap
(anal o gous to the Ger man word Wissenschaft), it em braces all schol arly
study – not only the nat u ral sci ences but also the so cial sci ences and the hu -
man i ties, in clud ing the ol ogy and phi los o phy. In the sec ond place, sci ence is 
al ways, strictly speak ing, a mat ter of modal ab strac tion, that is, of an a lyt i -
cally lift ing an as pect out of the tem po ral co her ence in which it is found and 
ex am in ing it in the Gegenstand-relation. But in this in ves ti ga tion it does not 
fo cus its the o ret i cal at ten tion upon the modal struc ture of such an as pect it -
self; rather, it fo cuses on the co her ence of the ac tual phe nom ena which
func tion within that struc ture. Modal ab strac tion as such must be dis tin -
guished from NAIVE EXPERIENCE. In the first sense, there fore, “sci ence”
has a wider ap pli ca tion in Dooyeweerd than is usual in Eng lish-speaking
coun tries, but in the sec ond sense it has a more re stricted, tech ni cal mean -
ing.

Sphere Sov er eignty– A trans la tion of Kuyper’s phrase sou vere in iteit in ei gen
kring, by which he meant that the vari ous dis tinct spheres of hu man author -
ity (such as fam ily, church, school, and busi ness en ter prise) each have their
own re spon si bil ity and decision- making power which may not be usurped
by those in author ity in an other sphere, for ex am ple, the state. Dooyeweerd
re tains this us age but also ex tends it to mean the IRRE DUCI BIL ITY of the
mo dal as pects. This is the on ti cal prin ci ple on which the so cie tal prin ci ple is 
based since each of the so cie tal “spheres” men tioned is quali fied by a dif -
fer ent ir re duci ble mo dal ity.

* Sub ject– Used in two senses by Dooyeweerd: (1) “sub ject” as dis tin guished
from LAW, (2) “sub ject” as dis tin guished from OBJECT. The lat ter sense is
roughly equiva lent to com mon us age; the former is un usual and am bigu ous. 
Since all things are “sub ject” to LAW, ob jects are also sub jects in the first
sense. Dooyeweerd’s ma tured con cep tion, how ever, does not show this am -
bi gu ity. By dis tin guish ing be tween the law- side and the fac tual side of crea -
tion, both sub ject and ob ject (sense (2)) are part of the fac tual side.

Subject- Side– The cor re late of LAW-SIDE, pref era bly called the fac tual side.
An other fea ture of the fac tual subject- side is that it is only here that in di -
vidu al ity is found.

Sub stra tum– The ag gre gate of mo dali ties pre ced ing a given as pect in the mo -
dal or der. The arith metic, spa tial, kine matic, and physi cal, for ex am ple, to -
gether form the sub stra tum for the bi otic. They are also the nec es sary foun -
da tion upon which the bi otic rests, and with out which it can not ex ist. See
SUPER STRA TUM (and the DIA GRAM on p. 233).

Su per stra tum– The ag gre gate of mo dali ties fol low ing a given as pect in the
mo dal or der. For ex am ple, the pis ti cal, ethi cal, ju ridi cal and aes thetic to -
gether con sti tute the su per stra tum of the eco nomic. See SUB STRA TUM.
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* Syn the sis– The com bi na tion, in a sin gle philo sophi cal con cep tion, of char ac -
ter is tic themes from both pa gan phi loso phy and bib li cal re lig ion. It is this
fea ture of the Chris tian in tel lec tual tra di tion, pres ent since pa tris tic times,
with which Dooyeweerd wants to make a radi cal break. Epis te mo logi cally
seen, the term syn the sis is used to des ig nate the way in which a mul ti plic ity
of fea tures is in te grated within the unity of a con cept. The re- union of the
logi cal as pect of the theo reti cal act of thought with its non-logical “Gegen -
stand” is called an inter- modal meaning- synthesis.

* Time– In Dooyeweerd, a gen eral on to logi cal prin ci ple of in ter mo dal con ti nu -
ity, with far wider ap pli ca tion than our com mon no tion of time, which is
equated by him with the physi cal mani fes ta tion of this gen eral cos mic time.
It is, there fore, not co or di nate with space. All cre ated things, ex cept the hu -
man HEART, are in time. At the law- side time ex presses it self as time- order
and at the fac tual side (in clud ing subject- subject and subject- object re la -
tions) as time du ra tion.

Tran scen den tal– A tech ni cal term from the phi los o phy of Kant de not ing the a
pri ori struc tural con di tions which make hu man ex pe ri ence (spe cif i cally hu -
man knowl edge and the o ret i cal thought) pos si ble. As such it is to be sharply 
dis tin guished from the term “tran scen dent.” Fur ther more, the ba sic (tran -
scen den tal) Idea of a phi los o phy pre sup poses the tran scen dent and cen tral
sphere of con scious ness (the hu man HEART). This con sti tutes the sec ond
mean ing in which Dooyeweerd uses the term tran scen den tal: through its
tran scen den tal ground-Idea, phi los o phy points be yond it self to its ul ti mate
re li gious foun da tion tran scend ing the realm of thought.
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Dia gram and choice of terms by D.F.M. Strauss.
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