
Prologue

In	 1957,	 an	 earth-born	 object	 made	 by	 man	 was	 launched	 into	 the	 universe,
where	 for	 some	 weeks	 it	 circled	 the	 earth	 according	 to	 the	 same	 laws	 of
gravitation	 that	 swing	 and	 keep	 in	 motion	 the	 celestial	 bodies—the	 sun,	 the
moon,	and	the	stars.	To	be	sure,	the	man-made	satellite	was	no	moon	or	star,	no
heavenly	 body	which	 could	 follow	 its	 circling	 path	 for	 a	 time	 span	 that	 to	 us
mortals,	bound	by	earthly	time,	lasts	from	eternity	to	eternity.	Yet,	for	a	time	it
managed	 to	 stay	 in	 the	 skies;	 it	 dwelt	 and	 moved	 in	 the	 proximity	 of	 the
heavenly	 bodies	 as	 though	 it	 had	 been	 admitted	 tentatively	 to	 their	 sublime
company.
This	event,	second	in	importance	to	no	other,	not	even	to	the	splitting	of	the

atom,	would	have	been	greeted	with	unmitigated	 joy	 if	 it	had	not	been	 for	 the
uncomfortable	military	 and	 political	 circumstances	 attending	 it.	 But,	 curiously
enough,	 this	 joy	 was	 not	 triumphal;	 it	 was	 not	 pride	 or	 awe	 at	 the
tremendousness	 of	 human	 power	 and	mastery	which	 filled	 the	 hearts	 of	men,
who	now,	when	 they	 looked	up	 from	 the	 earth	 toward	 the	 skies,	 could	behold
there	 a	 thing	 of	 their	 own	making.	 The	 immediate	 reaction,	 expressed	 on	 the
spur	of	 the	moment,	was	 relief	about	 the	 first	“step	 toward	escape	 from	men’s
imprisonment	 to	 the	 earth.”	 And	 this	 strange	 statement,	 far	 from	 being	 the
accidental	slip	of	some	American	reporter,	unwittingly	echoed	the	extraordinary
line	which,	more	than	twenty	years	ago,	had	been	carved	on	the	funeral	obelisk
for	one	of	Russia’s	great	scientists:	“Mankind	will	not	remain	bound	to	the	earth
forever.”
Such	 feelings	 have	 been	 commonplace	 for	 some	 time.	They	 show	 that	men

everywhere	are	by	no	means	slow	to	catch	up	and	adjust	to	scientific	discoveries
and	technical	developments,	but	that,	on	the	contrary,	they	have	outsped	them	by
decades.	Here,	as	in	other	respects,	science	has	realized	and	affirmed	what	men
anticipated	 in	dreams	 that	were	neither	wild	nor	 idle.	What	 is	new	is	only	 that
one	 of	 this	 country’s	most	 respectable	 newspapers	 finally	 brought	 to	 its	 front
page	what	up	to	then	had	been	buried	in	the	highly	non-respectable	literature	of
science	 fiction	 (to	 which,	 unfortunately,	 nobody	 yet	 has	 paid	 the	 attention	 it
deserves	as	a	vehicle	of	mass	sentiments	and	mass	desires).	The	banality	of	the
statement	 should	 not	 make	 us	 overlook	 how	 extraordinary	 in	 fact	 it	 was;	 for
although	Christians	have	spoken	of	the	earth	as	a	vale	of	tears	and	philosophers
have	looked	upon	their	body	as	a	prison	of	mind	or	soul,	nobody	in	the	history	of



mankind	has	ever	conceived	of	the	earth	as	a	prison	for	men’s	bodies	or	shown
such	eagerness	 to	go	 literally	 from	here	 to	 the	moon.	Should	 the	emancipation
and	 secularization	 of	 the	 modern	 age,	 which	 began	 with	 a	 turning-away,	 not
necessarily	from	God,	but	from	a	god	who	was	the	Father	of	men	in	heaven,	end
with	 an	 even	more	 fateful	 repudiation	 of	 an	Earth	who	was	 the	Mother	 of	 all
living	creatures	under	the	sky?
The	earth	is	the	very	quintessence	of	the	human	condition,	and	earthly	nature,

for	all	we	know,	may	be	unique	in	the	universe	in	providing	human	beings	with
a	habitat	in	which	they	can	move	and	breathe	without	effort	and	without	artifice.
The	human	artifice	of	the	world	separates	human	existence	from	all	mere	animal
environment,	but	life	itself	is	outside	this	artificial	world,	and	through	life	man
remains	related	to	all	other	living	organisms.	For	some	time	now,	a	great	many
scientific	 endeavors	 have	 been	 directed	 toward	 making	 life	 also	 “artificial,”
toward	cutting	the	last	tie	through	which	even	man	belongs	among	the	children
of	nature.	It	is	the	same	desire	to	escape	from	imprisonment	to	the	earth	that	is
manifest	in	the	attempt	to	create	life	in	the	test	tube,	in	the	desire	to	mix	“frozen
germ	 plasm	 from	 people	 of	 demonstrated	 ability	 under	 the	 microscope	 to
produce	superior	human	beings”	and	“to	alter	[their]	size,	shape	and	function”;
and	the	wish	to	escape	the	human	condition,	I	suspect,	also	underlies	the	hope	to
extend	man’s	life-span	far	beyond	the	hundred-year	limit.
This	future	man,	whom	the	scientists	tell	us	they	will	produce	in	no	more	than

a	hundred	years,	seems	to	be	possessed	by	a	rebellion	against	human	existence
as	 it	 has	 been	 given,	 a	 free	 gift	 from	 nowhere	 (secularly	 speaking),	which	 he
wishes	to	exchange,	as	it	were,	for	something	he	has	made	himself.	There	is	no
reason	to	doubt	our	abilities	to	accomplish	such	an	exchange,	just	as	there	is	no
reason	 to	 doubt	 our	 present	 ability	 to	 destroy	 all	 organic	 life	 on	 earth.	 The
question	 is	 only	 whether	 we	 wish	 to	 use	 our	 new	 scientific	 and	 technical
knowledge	 in	 this	 direction,	 and	 this	 question	 cannot	 be	 decided	 by	 scientific
means;	it	is	a	political	question	of	the	first	order	and	therefore	can	hardly	be	left
to	the	decision	of	professional	scientists	or	professional	politicians.
While	 such	possibilities	 still	may	 lie	 in	a	distant	 future,	 the	 first	boomerang

effects	of	science’s	great	 triumphs	have	made	themselves	felt	 in	a	crisis	within
the	natural	sciences	themselves.	The	trouble	concerns	the	fact	that	the	“truths”	of
the	 modern	 scientific	 world	 view,	 though	 they	 can	 be	 demonstrated	 in
mathematical	 formulas	 and	 proved	 technologically,	 will	 no	 longer	 lend
themselves	 to	 normal	 expression	 in	 speech	 and	 thought.	 The	 moment	 these
“truths”	are	spoken	of	conceptually	and	coherently,	the	resulting	statements	will
be	“not	perhaps	as	meaningless	as	a	‘triangular	circle,’	but	much	more	so	than	a
‘winged	lion’”	(Erwin	Schrödinger).	We	do	not	yet	know	whether	this	situation



is	final.	But	it	could	be	that	we,	who	are	earth-bound	creatures	and	have	begun
to	 act	 as	 though	 we	 were	 dwellers	 of	 the	 universe,	 will	 forever	 be	 unable	 to
understand,	 that	 is,	 to	 think	 and	 speak	 about	 the	 things	which	nevertheless	we
are	able	to	do.	In	this	case,	it	would	be	as	though	our	brain,	which	constitutes	the
physical,	material	condition	of	our	thoughts,	were	unable	to	follow	what	we	do,
so	that	from	now	on	we	would	indeed	need	artificial	machines	to	do	our	thinking
and	speaking.	If	it	should	turn	out	to	be	true	that	knowledge	(in	the	modern	sense
of	know-how)	and	thought	have	parted	company	for	good,	then	we	would	indeed
become	the	helpless	slaves,	not	so	much	of	our	machines	as	of	our	know-how,
thoughtless	creatures	at	the	mercy	of	every	gadget	which	is	technically	possible,
no	matter	how	murderous	it	is.
However,	 even	 apart	 from	 these	 last	 and	 yet	 uncertain	 consequences,	 the

situation	created	by	the	sciences	is	of	great	political	significance.	Wherever	the
relevance	of	speech	is	at	stake,	matters	become	political	by	definition,	for	speech
is	 what	 makes	 man	 a	 political	 being.	 If	 we	 would	 follow	 the	 advice,	 so
frequently	urged	upon	us,	to	adjust	our	cultural	attitudes	to	the	present	status	of
scientific	 achievement,	 we	 would	 in	 all	 earnest	 adopt	 a	 way	 of	 life	 in	 which
speech	is	no	longer	meaningful.	For	the	sciences	today	have	been	forced	to	adopt
a	 “language”	 of	mathematical	 symbols	 which,	 though	 it	 was	 originally	meant
only	as	an	abbreviation	 for	 spoken	statements,	now	contains	 statements	 that	 in
no	way	can	be	 translated	back	 into	 speech.	The	 reason	why	 it	may	be	wise	 to
distrust	 the	 political	 judgment	 of	 scientists	qua	 scientists	 is	 not	 primarily	 their
lack	 of	 “character”—that	 they	 did	 not	 refuse	 to	 develop	 atomic	 weapons—or
their	 naïveté—that	 they	 did	 not	 understand	 that	 once	 these	 weapons	 were
developed	they	would	be	the	last	to	be	consulted	about	their	use—but	precisely
the	fact	that	they	move	in	a	world	where	speech	has	lost	its	power.	And	whatever
men	do	or	know	or	experience	can	make	sense	only	to	the	extent	that	it	can	be
spoken	 about.	 There	may	 be	 truths	 beyond	 speech,	 and	 they	may	 be	 of	 great
relevance	to	man	in	the	singular,	that	is,	to	man	in	so	far	as	he	is	not	a	political
being,	whatever	else	he	may	be.	Men	in	the	plural,	that	is,	men	in	so	far	as	they
live	 and	 move	 and	 act	 in	 this	 world,	 can	 experience	 meaningfulness	 only
because	they	can	talk	with	and	make	sense	to	each	other	and	to	themselves.
Closer	 at	 hand	 and	 perhaps	 equally	 decisive	 is	 another	 no	 less	 threatening

event.	This	 is	 the	advent	of	 automation,	which	 in	a	 few	decades	probably	will
empty	 the	 factories	 and	 liberate	 mankind	 from	 its	 oldest	 and	 most	 natural
burden,	 the	 burden	 of	 laboring	 and	 the	 bondage	 to	 necessity.	 Here,	 too,	 a
fundamental	aspect	of	the	human	condition	is	at	stake,	but	the	rebellion	against
it,	the	wish	to	be	liberated	from	labor’s	“toil	and	trouble,”	is	not	modern	but	as
old	as	recorded	history.	Freedom	from	labor	itself	is	not	new;	it	once	belonged



among	 the	 most	 firmly	 established	 privileges	 of	 the	 few.	 In	 this	 instance,	 it
seems	as	 though	 scientific	progress	 and	 technical	developments	had	been	only
taken	advantage	of	 to	achieve	something	about	which	all	 former	ages	dreamed
but	which	none	had	been	able	to	realize.
However,	this	is	so	only	in	appearance.	The	modern	age	has	carried	with	it	a

theoretical	glorification	of	 labor	and	has	 resulted	 in	a	 factual	 transformation	of
the	 whole	 of	 society	 into	 a	 laboring	 society.	 The	 fulfilment	 of	 the	 wish,
therefore,	like	the	fulfilment	of	wishes	in	fairy	tales,	comes	at	a	moment	when	it
can	 only	 be	 self-defeating.	 It	 is	 a	 society	 of	 laborers	 which	 is	 about	 to	 be
liberated	from	the	fetters	of	labor,	and	this	society	does	no	longer	know	of	those
other	higher	and	more	meaningful	activities	for	the	sake	of	which	this	freedom
would	deserve	to	be	won.	Within	this	society,	which	is	egalitarian	because	this	is
labor’s	way	of	making	men	live	together,	there	is	no	class	left,	no	aristocracy	of
either	 a	 political	 or	 spiritual	 nature	 from	 which	 a	 restoration	 of	 the	 other
capacities	of	man	could	start	anew.	Even	presidents,	kings,	and	prime	ministers
think	 of	 their	 offices	 in	 terms	 of	 a	 job	 necessary	 for	 the	 life	 of	 society,	 and
among	the	intellectuals,	only	solitary	individuals	are	left	who	consider	what	they
are	doing	 in	 terms	of	work	 and	not	 in	 terms	of	making	 a	 living.	What	we	 are
confronted	with	 is	 the	 prospect	 of	 a	 society	 of	 laborers	without	 labor,	 that	 is,
without	the	only	activity	left	to	them.	Surely,	nothing	could	be	worse.
To	these	preoccupations	and	perplexities,	this	book	does	not	offer	an	answer.

Such	 answers	 are	 given	 every	 day,	 and	 they	 are	 matters	 of	 practical	 politics,
subject	to	the	agreement	of	many;	they	can	never	lie	in	theoretical	considerations
or	the	opinion	of	one	person,	as	though	we	dealt	here	with	problems	for	which
only	 one	 solution	 is	 possible.	 What	 I	 propose	 in	 the	 following	 is	 a
reconsideration	 of	 the	 human	 condition	 from	 the	 vantage	 point	 of	 our	 newest
experiences	 and	our	most	 recent	 fears.	This,	obviously,	 is	 a	matter	of	 thought,
and	 thoughtlessness—the	 heedless	 recklessness	 or	 hopeless	 confusion	 or
complacent	repetition	of	“truths”	which	have	become	trivial	and	empty—seems
to	 me	 among	 the	 outstanding	 characteristics	 of	 our	 time.	 What	 I	 propose,
therefore,	is	very	simple:	it	is	nothing	more	than	to	think	what	we	are	doing.
“What	we	are	doing”	 is	 indeed	 the	central	 theme	of	 this	book.	 It	deals	only

with	 the	 most	 elementary	 articulations	 of	 the	 human	 condition,	 with	 those
activities	that	traditionally,	as	well	as	according	to	current	opinion,	are	within	the
range	of	every	human	being.	For	this	and	other	reasons,	the	highest	and	perhaps
purest	activity	of	which	men	are	capable,	 the	activity	of	 thinking,	 is	 left	out	of
these	present	considerations.	Systematically,	 therefore,	 the	book	 is	 limited	 to	a
discussion	 of	 labor,	 work,	 and	 action,	 which	 forms	 its	 three	 central	 chapters.
Historically,	 I	 deal	 in	 a	 last	 chapter	with	 the	modern	 age,	 and	 throughout	 the



book	 with	 the	 various	 constellations	 within	 the	 hierarchy	 of	 activities	 as	 we
know	them	from	Western	history.
However,	the	modern	age	is	not	the	same	as	the	modern	world.	Scientifically,

the	modern	age	which	began	 in	 the	 seventeenth	century	came	 to	an	end	at	 the
beginning	of	 the	 twentieth	century;	politically,	 the	modern	world,	 in	which	we
live	 today,	 was	 born	 with	 the	 first	 atomic	 explosions.	 I	 do	 not	 discuss	 this
modern	 world,	 against	 whose	 background	 this	 book	 was	 written.	 I	 confine
myself,	on	the	one	hand,	to	an	analysis	of	those	general	human	capacities	which
grow	out	 of	 the	 human	 condition	 and	 are	 permanent,	 that	 is,	which	 cannot	 be
irretrievably	 lost	 so	 long	 as	 the	 human	 condition	 itself	 is	 not	 changed.	 The
purpose	 of	 the	 historical	 analysis,	 on	 the	 other	 hand,	 is	 to	 trace	 back	modern
world	alienation,	its	twofold	flight	from	the	earth	into	the	universe	and	from	the
world	 into	 the	 self,	 to	 its	 origins,	 in	order	 to	 arrive	 at	 an	understanding	of	 the
nature	 of	 society	 as	 it	 had	 developed	 and	 presented	 itself	 at	 the	 very	moment
when	it	was	overcome	by	the	advent	of	a	new	and	yet	unknown	age.


