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[1] You will observe that from Magna Charta to the Declaration of Right it has been
the uniform policy of our constitution to claim and assert our liberties as an entailed
inheritance derived to us from our forefathers, and to be transmitted to our
posterity- as an estate specially belonging to the people of this kingdom, without any
reference whatever to any other more general or prior right. By this means our
constitution preserves a unity in so great a diversity of its parts. We have an
inheritable crown, an inheritable peerage, and a House of Commons and a people
inheriting privileges, franchises, and liberties from a long line of ancestors.

[2] This policy appears to me to be the result of profound reflection, or rather the
happy effect of following nature, which is wisdom without reflection, and above it. A
spirit of innovation is generally the result of a selfish temper and confined views.
People will not look forward to posterity, who never look backward to their
ancestors. Besides, the people of England well know that the idea of inheritance
furnishes a sure principle of conservation and a sure principle of transmission,
without at all excluding a principle of improvement. It leaves acquisition free, but it
secures what it acquires. Whatever advantages are obtained by a state proceeding
on these maxims are locked fast as in a sort of family settlement, grasped as in a
kind of mortmain forever. By a constitutional policy, working after the pattern of
nature, we receive, we hold, we transmit our government and our privileges in the
same manner in which we enjoy and transmit our property and our lives. The
institutions of policy, the goods of fortune, the gifts of providence are handed down
to us, and from us, in the same course and order. Our political system is placed in a
just correspondence and symmetry with the order of the world and with the mode of
existence decreed to a permanent body composed of transitory parts, wherein, by
the disposition of a stupendous wisdom, molding together the great mysterious
incorporation of the human race, the whole, at one time, is never old or middle-aged
or young, but, in a condition of unchangeable constancy, moves on through the
varied tenor of perpetual decay, fall, renovation, and progression. Thus, by
preserving the method of nature in the conduct of the state, in what we improve we
are never wholly new; in what we retain we are never wholly obsolete. By adhering
in this manner and on those principles to our forefathers, we are guided not by the
superstition of antiquarians, but by the spirit of philosophic analogy. In this choice
of inheritance we have given to our frame of polity the image of a relation in blood,
binding up the constitution of our country with our dearest domestic ties, adopting
our fundamental laws into the bosom of our family affections, keeping inseparable
and cherishing with the warmth of all their combined and mutually reflected
charities our state, our hearths, our sepulchres, and our altars.

[3] Through the same plan of a conformity to nature in our artificial institutions,
and by calling in the aid of her unerring and powerful instincts to fortify the fallible
and feeble contrivances of our reason, we have derived several other, and those no
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small, benefits from considering our liberties in the light of an inheritance. Always
acting as if in the presence of canonized forefathers, the spirit of freedom, leading in
itself to misrule and excess, is tempered with an awful gravity. This idea of a liberal
descent inspires us with a sense of habitual native dignity which prevents that
upstart insolence almost inevitably adhering to and disgracing those who are the
first acquirers of any distinction. By this means our liberty becomes a noble
freedom. It carries an imposing and majestic aspect. It has a pedigree and
illustrating ancestors. It has its bearings and its ensigns armorial. It has its gallery
of portraits, its monumental inscriptions, its records, evidences, and titles. We
procure reverence to our civil institutions on the principle upon which nature
teaches us to revere individual men: on account of their age and on account of those
from whom they are descended. All your sophisters cannot produce anything better
adapted to preserve a rational and manly freedom than the course that we have
pursued, who have chosen our nature rather than our speculations, our breasts
rather than our inventions, for the great conservatories and magazines of our rights
and privileges.

[4] YOU MIGHT, IF YOU PLEASED, have profited of our example and have given
to your recovered freedom a correspondent dignity. Your privileges, though
discontinued, were not lost to memory. Your constitution, it is true, whilst you were
out of possession, suffered waste and dilapidation; but you possessed in some parts
the walls and in all the foundations of a noble and venerable castle. You might have
repaired those walls; you might have built on those old foundations. Your
constitution was suspended before it was perfected, but you had the elements of a
constitution very nearly as good as could be wished.. . .

[5] You had all these advantages in your ancient states, but you chose to act as if you
had never been molded into civil society and had everything to begin anew. You
began ill, because you began by despising everything that belonged to you. You set
up your trade without a capital. If the last generations of your country appeared
without much luster in your eyes, you might have passed them by and derived your
claims from a more early race of ancestors. Under a pious predilection for those
ancestors, your imaginations would have realized in them a standard of virtue and
wisdom beyond the vulgar practice of the hour; and you would have risen with the
example to whose imitation you aspired. Respecting your forefathers, you would
have been taught to respect yourselves. You would not have chosen to consider the
French as a people of yesterday, as a nation of lowborn servile wretches until the
emancipating year of 1789. . . .

[6] BELIEVE ME, SIR, those who attempt to level, never equalize. In all societies,
consisting of various descriptions of citizens, some description must be uppermost.
The levelers, therefore, only change and pervert the natural order of things; they
load the edifice of society by setting up in the air what the solidity of the structure
requires to be on the ground. The association of tailors and carpenters, of which the
republic (of Paris, for instance) is composed, cannot be equal to the situation into
which by the worst of usurpations- an usurpation on the prerogatives of nature- you
attempt to force them.
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[7] I do not, my dear Sir, conceive you to be of that sophistical, captious spirit, or of
that uncandid dulness, as to require, for every general observation or sentiment, an
explicit detail of the correctives and exceptions which reason will presume to be
included in all the general propositions which come from reasonable men. You do
not imagine that I wish to confine power, authority, and distinction to blood and
names and titles. No, Sir. There is no qualification for government but virtue and
wisdom, actual or presumptive. Wherever they are actually found, they have, in
whatever state, condition, profession, or trade, the passport of Heaven to human
place and honor. Woe to the country which would madly and impiously reject the
service of the talents and virtues, civil, military, or religious, that are given to grace
and to serve it, and would condemn to obscurity everything formed to diffuse luster
and glory around a state. Woe to that country, too, that, passing into the opposite
extreme, considers a low education, a mean contracted view of things, a sordid,
mercenary occupation as a preferable title to command. Everything ought to be
open, but not indifferently, to every man. No rotation; no appointment by lot; no
mode of election operating in the spirit of sortition or rotation can be generally good
in a government conversant in extensive objects. Because they have no tendency,
direct or indirect, to select the man with a view to the duty or to accommodate the
one to the other. I do not hesitate to say that the road to eminence and power, from
obscure condition, ought not to be made too easy, nor a thing too much of course. If
rare merit be the rarest of all rare things, it ought to pass through some sort of
probation. The temple of honor ought to be seated on an eminence. If it be opened
through virtue, let it be remembered, too, that virtue is never tried but by some
difficulty and some struggle. . . .

[8] The science of constructing a commonwealth, or renovating it, or reforming it, is,
like every other experimental science, not to be taught a priori. Nor is it a short
experience that can instruct us in that practical science, because the real effects of
moral causes are not always immediate; but that which in the first instance is
prejudicial may be excellent in its remoter operation, and its excellence may arise
even from the ill effects it produces in the beginning. The reverse also happens: and
very plausible schemes, with very pleasing commencements, have often shameful
and lamentable conclusions. In states there are often some obscure and almost latent
causes, things which appear at first view of little moment, on which a very great
part of its prosperity or adversity may most essentially depend. The science of
government being therefore so practical in itself and intended for such practical
purposes- a matter which requires experience, and even more experience than any
person can gain in his whole life, however sagacious and observing he may be- it is
with infinite caution that any man ought to venture upon pulling down an edifice
which has answered in any tolerable degree for ages the common purposes of
society, or on building it up again without having models and patterns of approved
utility before his eyes.

[9] These metaphysic rights entering into common life, like rays of light which
pierce into a dense medium, are by the laws of nature refracted from their straight
line. Indeed, in the gross and complicated mass of human passions and concerns the
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primitive rights of men undergo such a variety of refractions and reflections that it
becomes absurd to talk of them as if they continued in the simplicity of their original
direction. The nature of man is intricate; the objects of society are of the greatest
possible complexity; and, therefore, no simple disposition or direction of power can
be suitable either to man's nature or to the quality of his affairs. When I hear the
simplicity of contrivance aimed at and boasted of in any new political constitutions,
I am at no loss to decide that the artificers are grossly ignorant of their trade or
totally negligent of their duty. The simple governments are fundamentally defective,
to say no worse of them. . . .

[10] The pretended rights of these theorists are all extremes; and in proportion as
they are metaphysically true, they are morally and politically false. The rights of
men are in a sort of middle, incapable of definition, but not impossible to be
discerned. The rights of men in governments are their advantages; and these are
often in balances between differences of good, in compromises sometimes between
good and evil, and sometimes between evil and evil. Political reason is a computing
principle: adding, subtracting, multiplying, and dividing, morally and not
metaphysically or mathematically, true moral denominations.
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Excerpt from Karl Marx and Frederick Engels,
The Communist Manifesto 1848

THE BOURGEOISIE AND PROLETARIANS

The history of all hitherto existing societies is the history of class struggles.

Freeman and slave, patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-master and journeyman, in a word,

oppressor and oppressed, stood in constant opposition to one another, carried on an uninterrupted, now

hidden, now open fight, a fight that each time ended, either in a revolutionary re-constitution of society

at large, or in the common ruin of the contending classes.

In the earlier epochs of history, we find almost every where a complicated arrangement of society into

various orders, a manifold gradation of social rank. In ancient Rome we have patricians, knights,

plebeians, slaves; in the Middle Ages, feudal lords, vassals, guild-masters, journeymen, apprentices,

serfs; in almost all of these classes, again, subordinate gradations.

The modern bourgeois society that has sprouted from the ruins of feudal society has not done away with

clash antagonisms. It has but established new classes, new conditions of oppression, new forms of

struggle in place of the old ones. Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, however, this

distinctive feature: it has simplified the class antagonisms: Society as a whole is more and more splitting

up into two great hostile camps, into two great classes, directly facing each other: Bourgeoisie and

Proletariat.. . .

In proportion as the bourgeoisie, i.e., capital, is developed, in the same proportion is the proletariat, the

modern working class, developed-- a class of labourers, who live only so long as they find work, and who

find work only so long as their labour increases capital. These labourers, who must sell themselves

piece-meal, are a commodity, like every other article of commerce, and are consequently exposed to all

the vicissitudes of competition, to all the fluctuations of the market.

Owing to the extensive use of machinery and to division of labour, the work of the proletarians has lost

all individual character, and consequently, all charm for the workman. He becomes an appendage of the

machine, and it is only the most simple, most monotonous, and most easily acquired knack, that is

required of him. Hence, the cost of production of a workman is restricted, almost entirely, to the means

of subsistence that he requires for his maintenance, and for the propagation of his race. But the price of

a commodity, and therefore also of labour, is equal to its cost of production. In proportion therefore, as

the repulsiveness of the work increases, the wage decreases. Nay more, in proportion as the use of

machinery and division of labour increases,in the same proportion the burden of toil also increases,

whether by prolongation of the working hours, by increase of the work exacted in a given time or by

increased speed of the machinery, etc.
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Modern industry has converted the little workshop of the patriarchal master into the great factory of the

industrial capitalist. Masses of labourers, crowded into the factory, are organized like soldiers. As privates

of the industrial army they are placed under the command of a perfect hierarchy of officers and

sergeants. Not only are they slaves of the bourgeois class, and of the bourgeois State; they are daily and

hourly enslaved by the machine, by the over-looker, and, above all, by the individual bourgeois

manufacturer himself. The more openly this despotism proclaims gain to be its end and aim, the more

petty, the more hateful and the more embittering it is.

But with the development of industry the proletariat not only increases in number; it becomes

concentrated in greater masses, its strength grows, and it feels that strength more. The various interests

and conditions of life within the ranks of the proletariat are more and more equalized, in proportion as

machinery obliterates all distinctions of labour, and nearly everywhere reduces wages to the same low

level. The growing competition among the bourgeois, and the resulting commercial crises, make the

wages of the workers ever more fluctuating. The unceasing improvement of machinery, ever more

rapidly developing, makes their livelihood more and more precarious; the collisions between individual

workmen and individual bourgeois take more and more the character of collisions between two classes.

There upon the workers begin to form combinations (Trades Unions) against the bourgeois; they club

together in order to keep up the rate of wages; they found permanent associations in order to make

provision beforehand for these occasional revolts. Here and there the contest breaks out into riots.

Now and then the workers are victorious, but only for a time. The real fruit of their battles lies, not in the

immediate result, but in the ever-expanding union of the workers. This union is helped on by the

improved means of communication that are created by modern industry and that place the workers of

different localities in contact with one another. It was just this contact that was needed to centralize the

numerous local struggles, all of the same character, into one national struggle between classes. But

every class struggle is a political struggle. And that union, to attain which the burghers of the Middle

Ages, with their miserable highways, required centuries, the modern proletarians, thanks to railways,

achieve in a few years.

This organization of the proletarians into a class, and consequently into a political party, is continually

being upset again by the competition between the workers themselves. But it ever rises up again,

stronger, firmer, mightier. It compels legislative recognition of particular interests of the workers, by

taking advantage of the divisions among the bourgeoisie itself. . . .

Hitherto, every form of society has been based, as we have already seen, on the antagonism of

oppressing and oppressed classes. But in order to oppress a class, certain conditions must be assured to

it under which it can, at least, continue its slavish existence. The serf, in the period of serfdom, raised

himself to membership in the commune, just as the petty bourgeois, under the yoke of feudal

absolutism, managed to develop into a bourgeois. The modern laborer, on the contrary, instead of rising

with the progress of industry, sinks deeper and deeper below the conditions of existence of his own

class. He becomes a pauper, and pauperism develops more rapidly than population and wealth. And

here it becomes evident, that the bourgeoisie is unfit any longer to be the ruling class in society, and to
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impose its conditions of existence upon society as an over-riding law. It is unfit to rule because it is

incompetent to assure an existence to its slave within his slavery, because it cannot help letting him sink

into such a state, that it has to feed him, instead of being fed by him. Society can no longer live under

this bourgeoisie, in other words, its existence is no longer compatible with society.

The essential condition for the existence, and for the sway of the bourgeois class, is the formation and

augmentation of capital; the condition for capitalist wage-labour. Wage-labour rests exclusively on

competition between the laborers. The advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the

bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the labourers, due to competition, by their revolutionary

combination, due to association. The development of Modern Industry, therefore, cuts from under its

feet the very foundation on which the bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products. What the

bourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is its own grave-diggers. Its fall and the victory of the

proletariat are equally inevitable.
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Excerpt from Beyond Good and Evil, CHAPTER IX

Friedrich Nietzsche

WHAT IS NOBLE?

257.…Let us acknowledge unprejudicedly how every higher civilization hitherto has ORIGINATED! Men

with a still natural nature, barbarians in every terrible sense of the word, men of prey, still in possession

of unbroken strength of will and desire for power, threw themselves upon weaker, more moral, more

peaceful races (perhaps trading or cattle-rearing communities), or upon old mellow civilizations in which

the final vital force was flickering out in brilliant fireworks of wit and depravity. At the commencement,

the noble caste was always the barbarian caste: their superiority did not consist first of all in their

physical, but in their psychical power--they were more COMPLETE men (which at every point also implies

the same as "more complete beasts").

258.…The essential thing, however, in a good and healthy aristocracy is that it should not regard itself

as a function either of the kingship or the commonwealth, but as the SIGNIFICANCE and highest

justification thereof--that it should therefore accept with a good conscience the sacrifice of a legion of

individuals, who, FOR ITS SAKE, must be suppressed and reduced to imperfect men, to slaves and

instruments. Its fundamental belief must be precisely that society is NOT allowed to exist for its own

sake, but only as a foundation and scaffolding, by means of which a select class of beings may be able to

elevate themselves to their higher duties, and in general to a higher EXISTENCE: like those sun-seeking

climbing plants in Java--they are called Sipo Matador, --which encircle an oak so long and so often with

their arms, until at last, high above it, but supported by it, they can unfold their tops in the open light,

and exhibit their happiness.

259. To refrain mutually from injury, from violence, from exploitation, and put one's will on a par with

that of others: this may result in a certain rough sense in good conduct among individuals when the

necessary conditions are given (namely, the actual similarity of the individuals in amount of force and

degree of worth, and their co-relation within one organization). As soon, however, as one wished to take

this principle more generally, and if possible even as the FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLE OF SOCIETY, it would

immediately disclose what it really is--namely, a Will to the DENIAL of life, a principle of dissolution and

decay. Here one must think profoundly to the very basis and resist all sentimental weakness: life itself is

ESSENTIALLY appropriation, injury, conquest of the strange and weak, suppression, severity, obtrusion of

peculiar forms, incorporation, and at the least, putting it mildest, exploitation;--but why should one for

ever use precisely these words on which for ages a disparaging purpose has been stamped? Even the

organization within which, as was previously supposed, the individuals treat each other as equal--it takes

place in every healthy aristocracy--must itself, if it be a living and not a dying organization, do all that

towards other bodies, which the individuals within it refrain from doing to each other it will have to be

the incarnated Will to Power, it will endeavour to grow, to gain ground, attract to itself and acquire

ascendancy-- not owing to any morality or immorality, but because it LIVES, and because life IS precisely
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Will to Power. On no point, however, is the ordinary consciousness of Europeans more unwilling to be

corrected than on this matter, people now rave everywhere, even under the guise of science, about

coming conditions of society in which "the exploiting character" is to be absent--that sounds to my ears

as if they promised to invent a mode of life which should refrain from all organic functions. "Exploitation"

does not belong to a depraved, or imperfect and primitive society it belongs to the nature of the living

being as a primary organic function, it is a consequence of the intrinsic Will to Power, which is precisely

the Will to Life--Granting that as a theory this is a novelty--as a reality it is the FUNDAMENTAL FACT of all

history let us be so far honest towards ourselves!

260. In a tour through the many finer and coarser moralities which have hitherto prevailed or still prevail

on the earth, I found certain traits recurring regularly together, and connected with one another, until

finally two primary types revealed themselves to me, and a radical distinction was brought to light. There

is MASTER-MORALITY and SLAVE-MORALITY, --I would at once add, however, that in all higher and mixed

civilizations, there are also attempts at the reconciliation of the two moralities, but one finds still oftener

the confusion and mutual misunderstanding of them, indeed sometimes their close juxtaposition--even

in the same man, within one soul. The distinctions of moral values have either originated in a ruling

caste, pleasantly conscious of being different from the ruled—or among the ruled class, the slaves and

dependents of all sorts. In the first case, when it is the rulers who determine the conception "good," it is

the exalted, proud disposition which is regarded as the distinguishing feature, and that which determines

the order of rank. The noble type of man separates from himself the beings in whom the opposite of this

exalted, proud disposition displays itself he despises them. Let it at once be noted that in this first kind of

morality the antithesis "good" and "bad" means practically the same as "noble" and "despicable",--the

antithesis "good" and "EVIL" is of a different origin. The cowardly, the timid, the insignificant, and those

thinking merely of narrow utility are despised; moreover, also, the distrustful, with their constrained

glances, the self-abasing, the dog-like kind of men who let themselves be abused, the mendicant

flatterers, and above all the liars:--it is a fundamental belief of all aristocrats that the common people are

untruthful. "We truthful ones"--the nobility in ancient Greece called themselves. It is obvious that

everywhere the designations of moral value were at first applied to MEN; and were only derivatively and

at a later period applied to ACTIONS; it is a gross mistake, therefore, when historians of morals start with

questions like, "Why have sympathetic actions been praised?" The noble type of man regards HIMSELF

as a determiner of values; he does not require to be approved of; he passes the judgment: "What is

injurious to me is injurious in itself;" he knows that it is he himself only who confers honour on things; he

is a CREATOR OF VALUES. He honours whatever he recognizes in himself: such morality equals

self-glorification. In the foreground there is the feeling of plenitude, of power, which seeks to overflow,

the happiness of high tension, the consciousness of a wealth which would fain give and bestow:--the

noble man also helps the unfortunate, but not--or scarcely--out of pity, but rather from an impulse

generated by the super-abundance of power. The noble man honours in himself the powerful one, him

also who has power over himself, who knows how to speak and how to keep silence, who takes pleasure

in subjecting himself to severity and hardness, and has reverence for all that is severe and hard….
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It is otherwise with the second type of morality, SLAVE-MORALITY. Supposing that the abused, the

oppressed, the suffering, the unemancipated, the weary, and those uncertain of themselves should

moralize, what will be the common element in their moral estimates? Probably a pessimistic suspicion

with regard to the entire situation of man will find expression, perhaps a condemnation of man, together

with his situation. The slave has an unfavourable eye for the virtues of the powerful; he has a skepticism

and distrust, a REFINEMENT of distrust of everything "good" that is there honoured--he would fain

persuade himself that the very happiness there is not genuine. On the other hand, THOSE qualities

which serve to alleviate the existence of sufferers are brought into prominence and flooded with light; it

is here that sympathy, the kind, helping hand, the warm heart, patience, diligence, humility, and

friendliness attain to honour; for here these are the most useful qualities, and almost the only means of

supporting the burden of existence. Slave-morality is essentially the morality of utility. Here is the seat of

the origin of the famous antithesis "good" and "evil":--power and dangerousness are assumed to reside

in the evil, a certain dreadfulness, subtlety, and strength, which do not admit of being despised.

According to slave-morality, therefore, the "evil" man arouses fear; according to master-morality, it is

precisely the "good" man who arouses fear and seeks to arouse it, while the bad man is regarded as the

despicable being. The contrast attains its maximum when, in accordance with the logical consequences

of slave-morality, a shade of depreciation--it may be slight and well-intentioned—at last attaches itself to

the "good" man of this morality; because, according to the servile mode of thought, the good man must

in any case be the SAFE man: he is good-natured, easily deceived, perhaps a little stupid, un

bonhomme….

265. At the risk of displeasing innocent ears, I submit that egoism belongs to the essence of a noble soul,

I mean the unalterable belief that to a being such as "we," other beings must naturally be in subjection,

and have to sacrifice themselves. The noble soul accepts the fact of his egoism without question, and

also without consciousness of harshness, constraint, or arbitrariness therein, but rather as something

that may have its basis in the primary law of things:--if he sought a designation for it he would say: "It is

justice itself."

Excerpt from The Will To Power, Friedrich Nietzsche.

I regard Christianity as the most fatal and seductive lie that has ever yet existed – as the greatest and

most impious lie: I can discern the last sprouts and branches of its ideal beneath every form of disguise, I

decline to enter into any compromise or false position in reference to it- I urge people to declare open

war with it.

The morality of paltry people as the measure of all things: this is the most repugnant kind of degeneracy

that civilization has ever yet brought into existence. And this kind of ideal is hanging still under the name

of “god,” over men’s heads!

However modest one’s demands may be concerning intellectual cleanliness when one touches the New

Testament one cannot help experience a sort of inexpressible feeling of discomfort; for the unbounded
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cheek with which the least qualified people will have their say in is pages in regard to the greatest

problems of existence, and claim to sit in judgment on such matters, exceeds all limits. The impudent

levity with which the most unwieldy problems are spoke of here (life, the world, God, the purpose of

life), as if they were not problems at all, but the most simple things which these little bigots know all

about!!!...

The law, which is fundamentally realistic formula of certain self-preservative measures of a community,

forbids certain actions that have a definite tendency to jeopardize the welfare of that community: it does

not forbid the attitude of mind which gives rise to these actions – for in the pursuit of other ends the

community requires these forbidden actions, namely, when it is a matter of opposing its enemies. The

moral idealist now seeps forward and says: “God sees into men’s hearts: the action itself counts for

nothing; the reprehensible attitude of mind from which it proceeds must be extirpated…” In normal

conditions men laugh at such things; it is only in exceptional cases, when a community lives quite beyond

the need of waging war in order to maintain itself, that an ear is lent to such things. Any attitude of mind

is abandoned, the utility of which cannot be conceived.

This was the case, for example, when the Buddha appeared among a people that was both peaceable

and afflicted with great intellectual weariness.

This was also the case in regard to the first Christian Community (as also the Jewish), the primary

condition of which was the absolutely unpolitical Jewish society. Christianity could grow only upon the

soil of Judaism – that is to say among a people that had already renounced the political life, and which

led a sort of parasitic existence within the Roman sphere of government. Christianity goes a step further:

it allows men to “emasculate” themselves even more; the circumstances actually favour their doing so –

Nature is expelled from morality when it is said, “Love ye your enemies”: for Nature’s injunction, “Ye

shall love your neighbour and hate your enemy,” has now become senseless in the law (in instinct); now,

even the love a man feels for his neighbour must first be based upon something (a sort of love of God).

God is introduced everywhere, and utility is withdrawn; the natural origin of morality is denied

everywhere: the veneration of Nature, which lies in acknowledging a natural morality, is destroyed to the

roots…

What is it I protest against? That people should regard this paltry and peaceful mediocrity, this spiritual

equilibrium which knows nothing of the fine impulses of great accumulations of strength, as something

high or possibly as the standard of all things.
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From The Future of an Illusion (1927)

Freud

Chapter IV

"The child's attitude to its father is coloured by a peculiar ambivalence."

IV

... My work is a good example of the strict isolation of the particular contribution which psycho-analytic

discussion can make to the solution of the problem of religion. ... It is, of course, my duty to point out the

connecting links ..., between the deeper and the manifest motives, between the father-complex and

man's helplessness and need for protection.

These connections are not hard to find. They consist in the relation of the child's helplessness to the

helplessness of the adult which continues it. So that, as was to be expected, the motives for the

formation of the religion which psycho-analysis revealed now turn out to be the same as the infantile

contribution to the manifest motives. Let us transport ourselves in the mental life of a child. You

remember the choice of object according to the anaclitic [attachment] type, which psycho-analysis talks

of? The libido there follows the paths of narcissistic needs and attaches itself to the objects which ensure

the satisfaction of those needs. In this way the mother, who satisfies the child hunger, becomes its first

love-object and certainly also its first protection against all the undefined dangers which threaten it in

the external world — its first protection against anxiety, we may say.

In this function [of protection] the mother is soon replaced by the stronger father, who retains that

position for the rest of childhood. But the child's attitude to its father is coloured by a peculiar

ambivalence. The father himself constitutes a danger for the child, perhaps because of its earlier relation

to its mother. Thus it fears him no less than it longs for him and admires him. The indications of this

ambivalence in the attitude to the father are deeply imprinted in every religion, as was shown in Totem

and Taboo. When the growing individual finds that he is destined to remain a child for ever, that he can

never do without protection against strange powers, he lends those powers the features belonging to

the figure of his father; he creates for himself the gods whom he dreads, whom he seeks to propitiate,

and whom he nevertheless entrusts with his own protection. Thus his longing for a father is a motive

identical with his need for protection against the consequences of his human weakness. The defense

against childish helplessness is what lends its characteristic features to the adult's reaction to the

helplessness which he has to acknowledge — a reaction which is precisely the formation of religion. But

it is not my intention to enquire any further into the development of the idea of God; what we are

concerned with here is the finished body of religious ideas as it is transmitted by civilization to the

individual.
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Chapters VII and VIII

"It would be an undoubted advantage if we were to leave God out altogether and admit the purely

human origins of all the precepts and regulations of civilization."

VII

... Civilization has little to fear from educated people and brainworkers. In them the replacement of

religious motives for civilized behavior by other, secular motives would proceed unobtrusively; moreover,

such people are to a large extent themselves vehicles of civilization. But it is another matter with the

great mass of the uneducated and oppressed, who have every reason for being enemies of civilization.

So long as they do not discover that people no longer believe in God, all is well. But they will discover it,

infallibly, even if this piece of writing of mine is not published. And they are ready to accept the results of

scientific thinking, but without the change having taken place in them which scientific thinking brings

about in people. Is there not a danger here that the hostility of these masses to civilization will throw

itself against the weak spot that they have found in task-mistress? If the sole reason why you must not

kill your neighbor is because God has forbidden it and will severely punish you for it in this or the next

life — then, when you learn that there is no God and that you need not fear His punishment, you will

certainly kill your neighbor without hesitation, and you can only be prevented from doing so by

mundane force. Thus either these dangerous masses must be held down most severely and kept most

carefully away from any chance of intellectual awakening, or else the relationship between civilization

and religion must undergo a fundamental revision.

VIII

One might think that there would be no special difficulties in the way of carrying out this latter proposal.

It is true that it would involve a certain amount of renunciation, but more would perhaps be gained than

lost, and a great danger would be avoided. Everyone is frightened of it, however, as though it would

expose civilization to a greater danger. When St. Boniface cut down the tree that was venerated as

sacred by the Saxons the bystanders expected some fearful event to follow upon the sacrilege. But

nothing happened, and the Saxons accepted baptism.

When civilization laid down the commandment that a man shall not kill the neighbor whom he hates or

who is in his way or whose property he covets, this was clearly done in the interest of man's communal

existence, which would not otherwise be practicable. For the murderer would draw down on himself the

vengeance of the murdered man's kinsmen and the secret envy of others, who within themselves feel as

much inclined as he does for such acts of violence. Thus he would not enjoy his revenge or his robbery

for long, but would have every prospect of soon being killed himself. Even if he protected himself against

his single foes by extraordinary strength and caution, he would be bound to succumb to a combination

of weaker men. If a combination of this sort did not take place, the murdering would continue endlessly

and the final outcome would be that men would exterminate one another. We should arrive at the same

state of affairs between individuals as still persists in Corsica between families, though elsewhere only

between nations. Insecurity of life, which is an equal danger for everyone, now unites men into a society
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which prohibits the individual from killing and reserves to itself the right to communal killing of anyone

who violates the prohibition. Here, then, we have justice and punishment.

But we do not publish this rational explanation of the prohibition against murder. We assert that the

prohibition has been issued by God. Thus we take it upon ourselves to guess His intentions, and we find

that He, too, is unwilling for men to exterminate one another. In behaving in this way we are investing

the cultural prohibition with a quite special solemnity, but at the same time we risk making its

observance dependent on belief in God. If we retrace this step — if we no longer attribute to God what is

our own will and if we content ourselves with giving the social reason — then, it is true, we have

renounced the transfiguration of the cultural prohibition, but we have also avoided the risk to it. But we

gain something else as well. Through some kind of diffusion or infection, the character of sanctity and

inviolability — of belonging to another world, one might say — has spread from a few major prohibitions

on to every other cultural regulation, law and ordinance. But on these the halo often looks far from

becoming: not only do they invalidate one another by giving contrary decisions at different times and

places, but apart from this they show every sign of human inadequacy. It is easy to recognize in the

things that can only be the product of short-sighted apprehensiveness or an expression of selfishly

narrow interests or a conclusion based on insufficient premises. The criticism which we cannot fail to

level at them also diminishes to an unwelcome extent our respect for other, more justifiable cultural

demands. Since it is an awkward task to separate what God Himself has demanded from what can be

traced to the authority of an all-powerful parliament or a high judiciary, it would be an undoubted

advantage if we were to leave God out altogether and honestly admit the purely human origin of all the

regulations and precepts of civilization. Along with their pretended sanctity, these commandments and

laws would lose their rigidity and unchangeableness as well. People could understand that they are

made, not so much to rule them as, on the contrary, to serve their interests; and they would adopt a

more friendly attitude to them, and instead of aiming at their abolition, would aim only at their

improvement. This would be an important advance along the road which leads to becoming reconciled

to the burden of civilization.

But here our plea for ascribing purely rational reasons to the precepts of civilization — that is to say, for

deriving them from social necessity — is interrupted by a sudden doubt. We have chosen as our example

the origin of the prohibition against murder. But does our account of it tally with historical truth? We

fear not; it appears to be nothing but a rationalistic construction. With the help of psycho-analysis, we

have made a study of precisely this piece of the cultural history of mankind, and, basing ourselves on it,

we are bound to say that in reality things happened otherwise. Even in present-day man purely

reasonable motives can effect little against passionate impulsions. How much weaker, then, must they

have been in the human animal of primaeval times! Perhaps his descendants would even now kill one

another without inhibition, if it were not that among those murderous acts there was one — the killing

of the primitive father — which evoked an irresistible emotional reaction with momentous

consequences. From it arose the commandment: Thou shalt not kill. Under totemism this

commandment was restricted to the father-substitute; but it was later extended to other people, though

even to-day it is not universally obeyed.
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But, as was shown by arguments which I need not repeat here, the primal father was the original image

of God, the model on which later generations have shaped the figure of God. Hence the religious

explanation is right. God actually played a part in the genesis of that prohibition; it was His influence, not

any insight into social necessity, which created it. And the displacement of man's will on to God is fully

justified. For men knew that they had disposed of their father by violence, and in their reaction to that

impious deed, they determined to respect his will thenceforward. Thus religious doctrine tells us the

historical truth — though subject, it is true, to some modification and disguise — whereas our rational

account disavows it.

We now observe that the store of religious ideas includes not only wish-fulfillments but important

historical recollections. This concurrent influence of past and present must give religion a truly

incomparable wealth of power. But perhaps with the help of an analogy yet another discovery may begin

to dawn on us. Though it is not a good plan to transplant ideas far from the soil in which they grew up,

yet here is a conformity which we cannot avoid pointing out. We know that a human child cannot

successfully complete its development to the civilized stage without passing through a phase of neurosis

sometimes greater and sometimes of less distinctness. This is because so many instinctual demands

which will later be unserviceable cannot be suppressed by the rational operation of the child's intellect

but have to be tamed by the acts of repression, behind which, as a rule, lies the motive of anxiety. Most

of these infantile neuroses are overcome spontaneously in the course of growing up, and this is specially

true of the obsessional neuroses of childhood. The remainder can be cleared up later still by

psycho-analytic treatment. In just the same was, one might assume, humanity as a whole, in its

development through the ages, fell into states analogous to the neuroses, and for the same reasons —

namely because in the times of its ignorance and intellectual weakness the instinctual renunciations

indispensable for man's communal existence had only been achieved by it by means of purely affective

forces. The precipitates of these processes resembling repression which took place in prehistoric times

still remained attached to civilization for long periods. Religion would thus be the universal obsessional

neurosis of humanity; like the obsessional neurosis of children, it arose out of the Oedipus complex, out

of the relation to the father. If this view is right, it is to be supposed that a turning-away from religion is

bound to occur with the fatal inevitability of a process of growth, and that we find ourselves at this very

juncture in the middle of that phase of development. Our behavior should therefore be modeled on that

of a sensible teacher who does not oppose an impending new development but seeks to ease its path

and mitigate the violence of its irruption. Our analogy does not, to be sure, exhaust the essential nature

of religion. If, on the one hand, religion brings with it obsessional restrictions, exactly as an individual

obsessional neurosis does, on the other hand it comprises a system of wishful illusions together with a

disavowal of reality, such as we find in an isolated form nowhere else but in amentia, in a state of blissful

hallucinatory confusion. But these are only analogies, by the help of which we endeavor to understand a

social phenomenon; the pathology of the individual does not supply us with a fully valid counterpart.

It has been repeatedly pointed out (by myself and in particular by Theodor Reik) in how great detail the

analogy between religion and obsessional neurosis can be followed out, and how many of the

peculiarities and vicissitudes in the formation of religion can be understood in that light. And it tallies
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well with this that devout believers are safeguarded in a high degree against the risk of certain neurotic

illnesses; their acceptance of the universal neurosis spares them the task of constructing a personal one.
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Hannah Arendt

Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil

VIII: Duties of a Law-Abiding Citizen

So Eichmann's opportunities for feeling like Pontius Pilate were many, and as the months and the

years went by, he lost the need to feel anything at all. This was the way things were, this was the

new law of the land, based on the Führer's order; whatever he did he did, as far as he could see,

as a law-abiding citizen. He did his duty, as he told the police and the court over and over again;

he not only obeyed orders, he also obeyed the law. Eichmann had a muddled inkling that this

could be an important distinction, but neither the defense nor the judges ever took him up on it.

The well-worn coins of "superior orders" versus "acts of state" were handed back and forth; they

had governed the whole discussion of these matters during the Nuremberg Trials, for no other

reason than that they gave the illusion that the altogether unprecedented could be judged

according to precedents and the standards that went with them. Eichmann, with his rather modest

mental gifts, was certainly the last man in the courtroom to be expected to challenge these

notions and to strike out on his own. Since, in addition to performing what he conceived to be the

duties of a law-abiding citizen, he had also acted upon orders - always so careful to be "covered"

- he became completely muddled, and ended by stressing alternately the virtues and the vices of

blind obedience, or the "obedience of corpses," Kadavergehorsam, as he himself called it.

The first indication of Eichmann's vague notion that there was more involved in this whole

business than the question of the soldier's carrying out orders that are clearly criminal in nature

and intent appeared during the police examination, when he suddenly declared with great

emphasis that he had lived his whole life according to Kant's moral precepts, and especially

according to a Kantian definition of duty. This was outrageous, on the face of it, and also

incomprehensible, since Kant's moral philosophy is so closely bound up with man's faculty of

judgment, which rules out blind obedience. The examining officer did not press the point, but

Judge Raveh, either out of curiosity or out of indignation at Eichmann's having dared to invoke

Kant's name in connection with his crimes, decided to question the accused. And, to the surprise

of everybody, Eichmann came up with an approximately correct definition of the categorical

imperative: "I meant by my remark about Kant that the principle of my will must always be such

that it can become the principle of general laws" (which is not the case with theft or murder, for
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instance, because the thief or the murderer cannot conceivably wish to live under a legal system

that would give others the right to rob or murder him). Upon further questioning, he added that he

had read Kant's Critique of Practical Reason. He then proceeded to explain that from the moment

he was charged with carrying out the Final Solution he had ceased to live according to Kantian

principles, that he had known it, and that he had consoled himself with the thought that he no

longer "was master of his own deeds," that he was unable "to change anything." What he failed to

point out in court was that in this "period of crimes legalized by the state," as he himself now

called it, he had not simply dismissed the Kantian formula as no longer applicable, he had

distorted it to read: Act as if the principle of your actions were the same as that of the legislator or

of the law of the land - or, in Hans Frank's formulation of "the categorical imperative in the Third

Reich," which Eichmann might have known: "Act in such a way that the Führer, if he knew your

action, would approve it" (Die Technik des Staates, 1942, pp. 15-16). Kant, to be sure, had never

intended to say anything of the sort; on the contrary, to him every man was a legislator the

moment he started to act: by using his "practical reason" man found the principles that could and

should be the principles of law. But it is true that Eichmann's unconscious distortion agrees with

what he himself called the version of Kant "for the household use of the little man." In this

household use, all that is left of Kant's spirit is the demand that a man do more than obey the law,

that he go beyond the mere call of obedience and identify his own will with the principle behind

the law - the source from which the law sprang. In Kant's philosophy, that source was practical

reason; in Eichmann's household use of him, it was the will of the Führer. Much of the horribly

painstaking thoroughness in the execution of the Final Solution - a thoroughness that usually

strikes the observer as typically German, or else as characteristic of the perfect bureaucrat - can

be traced to the odd notion, indeed very common in Germany, that to be law-abiding means not

merely to obey the laws but to act as though one were the legisator of the laws that one obeys.

Hence the the conviction that nothing less than going beyond the call of duty will do.

Whatever Kant's role in the formation of "the little man's" mentality in Germany may have been,

there is not the slightest doubt that in one respect Eichmann did indeed follow Kant's precepts: a

law was a law, there could be no exceptions. In Jerusalem, he admitted only two such exceptions

during the time when "eighty million Germans" had each had "his decent Jew": he had helped a

half-Jewish cousin, and a Jewish couple in Vienna for whom his uncle had intervened. This
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inconsistency still made him feel somewhat uncomfortable, and when he was questioned about it

during cross-examination, he became openly apologetic: he had "confessed his sins" to his

superiors. This uncompromising attitude toward the performance of his murderous duties damned

him in the eyes of the judges more than anything else, which was comprehensible, but in his own

eyes it was precisely what justified him, as it had once silenced whatever conscience he might

have had left. No exceptions - this was the proof that he had always acted against his

"inclinations," whether they were sentimental or inspired by interest, that he had always done his

"duty."

Doing his "duty" finally brought him into open conflict with orders from his superiors. During the

last year of the war, more than two years after the Wannsee Conference, he experienced his last

crisis of conscience. As the defeat approached, he was confronted by men from his own ranks

who fought more and more insistently for exceptions and, eventually, for the cessation of the

Final Solution. That was the moment when his caution broke down and he began, once more,

taking initiatives - for instance, he organized the foot marches of Jews from Budapest to the

Austrian border after Allied bombing had knocked out the transportation system. It now was the

fall of 1944, and Eichmann knew that Himmler had ordered the dismantling of the extermination

facilities in Auschwitz and that the game was up. Around this time, Eichmann had one of his very

few personal interviews with Himmler, in the course of which the latter allegedly shouted at him,

"If up to now you have been busy liquidating Jews, you will from now on, since I order it, take

good care of Jews, act as their nursemaid. I remind you that it was I - and neither Gruppenführer

Müller nor you - who founded the R.S.H.A. in 1933; I am the one who gives orders here!" Sole

witness to substantiate these words was the very dubious Mr. Kurt Becher; Eichmann denied that

Himmler had shouted at him, but he did not deny that such an interview had taken place. Himmler

cannot have spoken in precisely these words, he surely knew that the R.S.H.A. was founded in

1939, not in 1933, and not simply by himself but by Heydrich, with his endorsement. Still,

something of the sort must have occurred, Himmler was then giving orders right and left that the

Jews be treated well - they were his "soundest investment" - and it must have been a shattering

experience for Eichmann.

Eichmann's last crisis of conscience began with his missions to Hungary in March, 1944, when
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the Red Army was moving through the Carpathian Mountains toward the Hungarian border.

Hungary had joined the war on Hitler's side in 1941, for no other reason than to receive some

additional territory from her neighbors, Slovakia, Rumania, and Yugoslavia. The Hungarian

government had been outspokenly anti-Semitic even before that, and now it began to deport all

stateless Jews from the newly acquired territories. (In nearly all countries, anti-Jewish action

started with stateless persons.) This was quite outside the Final Solution, and, as a matter of fact,

didn't fit in with the elaborate plans then in preparation under which Europe would be "combed

from West to East," so that Hungary had a rather low priority in the order of operations. The

stateless Jews had been shoved by the Hungarian police into the nearest part of Russia, and the

German occupation authorities on the spot had protested their arrival; the Hungarians had taken

back some thousands of able-bodied men and had let the others be shot by Hungarian troops

under the guidance of German police units. Admiral Horthy, the country's Fascist ruler, had not

wanted to go any further, however - probably due to the restraining influence of Mussolini and

Italian Fascism - and in the intervening years Hungary, not unlike Italy, had become a haven for

Jews, to which even refugees from Poland and Slovakia could sometimes still escape. The

annexation of territory and the trickle of incoming refugees had increased the number of Jews in

Hungary from about five hundred thousand before the war to approximately eight hundred

thousand in 1944, when Eichmann moved in.

As we know today, the safety of these three hundred thousand Jews newly acquired by Hungary

was due to the Germans' reluctance to start a separate action for a limited number, rather than to

the Hungarians' eagerness to offer asylum. In 1942, under pressure from the German Foreign

Office (which never failed to make it clear to Germany's allies that the touchstone of their

trustworthiness was their helpfulness not in winning the war but in "solving the Jewish question"),

Hungary had offered to hand over all Jewish refugees. The Foreign Office had been willing to

accept this as a step in the right direction, but Eichmann had objected: for technical reasons, he

thought it "preferable to defer this action until Hungary is ready to include the Hungarian Jews"; it

would be too costly "to set in motion the whole machinery of evacuation" for only one category,

and hence "without making any progress in the solution of the Jewish problem in Hungary." Now,

in 1944, Hungary was "ready," because on the nineteenth of March two divisions of the German

Army had occupied the country. With them had arrived the new Reich Plenipotentiary, S.S.
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Standartenführer Dr. Edmund Veesenmayer, Himmler's agent in the Foreign Office, and S.S.

Obergruppenführer Otto Winkelmann, a member of the Higher S.S. and Police Leader Corps and

therefore under the direct command of Himmler. The third S.S. official to arrive in the country was

Eichmann, the expert on Jewish evacuation and deportation, who was under the command of

Müller and Kaltenbrunner of the R.S.H.A. Hitler himself had left no doubt what the arrival of the

three gentlemen meant; in a famous interview, prior to the occupation of the country, he had told

Horthy that "Hungary had not yet introduced the steps necessary to settle the Jewish question,"

and had charged him with "not having permitted the Jews to be massacred" (Hilberg).

Eichmann's assignment was clear. His whole office was moved to Budapest (in terms of his

career, this was a "gliding down"), to enable him to see to it that all "necessary steps" were taken.

He had no foreboding of what was to happen; his worst fear concerned possible resistance on the

part of the Hungarians, which he would have been unable to cope with, because he lacked

manpower and also lacked knowledge of local conditions. These fears proved quite unfounded.

The Hungarian gendarmerie was more than eager to do all that was necessary, and the new

State Secretary in Charge of Political (Jewish) Affairs in the Hungarian Ministry of the Interior,

Lászlo Endre, was a man "well versed in the Jewish problem," and became an intimate friend,

with whom Eichmann could spend a good deal of his free time. Everything went "like a dream," as

he repeated whenever he recalled this episode; there were no difficulties whatsoever. Unless, of

course, one calls difficulties a few minor differences between his orders and the wishes of his

new friends; for instance, probably because of the approach of the Red Army from the East, his

orders stipulated that the country was to be "combed from East to West," which meant that

Budapest Jews would not be evacuated during the first weeks or months - a matter for great grief

among the Hungarians, who wanted their capital to take the lead in becoming judenrein.

(Eichmann's "dream" was an incredible nightmare for the Jews: nowhere else were so many

people deported and exterminated in such a brief span of time. In less than two months, 147

trains, carrying 434,351 people in sealed freight cars, a hundred persons to a car, left the country,

and the gas chambers of Auschwitz were hardly able to cope with this multitude.)…..

The Weiss affair was only the beginning, and things were to get considerably worse, from

Eichmann's point of view. Becher was a born businessman, and where Eichmann saw only

enormous tasks of organization and administration, he saw almost unlimited possibilities for
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making money. The one thing that stood in his way was the narrow-mindedness of subordinate

creatures like Eichmann, who took their jobs seriously…..

At the beginning, Eichmann tried to enter the game and play it according to the new rules; that

was when he got involved in the fantastic "blood-for-wares" negotiations - one million Jews for ten

thousand trucks for the crumbling German Army - which certainly were not initiated by him. The

way he explained his role in this matter, in Jerusalem, showed clearly how he had once justified it

to himself: as a military necessity that would bring him the additional benefit of an important new

role in the emigration business. What he probably never admitted to himself was that the

mounting difficulties on all sides made it every day more likely that he would soon be without a

job (indeed, this happened, a few months later) unless he succeeded in finding some foothold

amid the new jockeying for power that was going on all around him. When the exchange project

met with its predictable failure, it was already common knowledge that Himmler, despite his

constant vacillations, chiefly due to his justified physical fear of Hitler, had decided to put an end

to the whole Final Solution - regardless of business, regardless of military necessity, and without

anything to show for it except the illusions he had concocted about his future role as the bringer

of peace to Germany. It was at this time that a "moderate wing" of the S.S. came into existence,

consisting of those who were stupid enough to believe that a murderer who could prove he had

not killed as many people as he could have killed would have a marvelous alibi, and those who

were clever enough to foresee a return to "normal conditions," when money and good

connections would again be of paramount importance.

Eichmann never joined this "moderate wing," and it is questionable whether he would have been

admitted if he had tried to. Not only was he too deeply compromised and, because of his constant

contact with Jewish functionaries, too well known; he was too primitive for these well-educated

upper-middle-class "gentlemen," against whom he harbored the most violent resentment up to

the very end. He was quite capable of sending millions of people to their death, but he was not

capable of talking about it in the appropriate manner without being given his "language rule." In

Jerusalem, without any rules, he spoke freely of "killing" and of "murder," of "crimes legalized by

the state"; he called a spade a spade, in contrast to counsel for the defense, whose feeling of

social superiority to Eichmann was more than once in evidence. (Servatius' assistant Dr. Dieter
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Wechtenbruch - a disciple of Carl Schmitt who attended the first few weeks of the trial, then was

sent to Germany to question witnesses for the defense, and reappeared for the last week in

August - was readily available to reporters out of court; he seemed to be shocked less by

Eichmann's crimes than by his lack of taste and education. "Small fry," he said; "we must see

how we get him over the hurdles" - wie wir das Würstchen fiber die Runden bringen. Servatius

himself had declared, even prior to the trial, that his client's personality was that of "a common

mailman.")

When Himmler became "moderate," Eichmann sabotaged his orders as much as he dared, to the

extent at least that he felt he was "covered" by his immediate superiors. "How does Eichmann

dare to sabotage Himmler's orders?" - in this case, to stop the foot marches, in the fall of 1944 -

Kastner once asked Wisliceny. And the answer was: "He can probably show some telegram.

Müller and Kaltenbrunner must have covered him." It is quite possible that Eichmann had some

confused plan for liquidating Theresienstadt before the arrival of the Red Army, although we know

this only through the dubious testimony of Dieter Wisliceny (who months, and perhaps years,

before the end began carefully preparing an alibi for himself at the expense of Eichmann, to

which he then treated the court at Nuremberg, where he was a witness for the prosecution; it did

him no good, for he was extradited to Czechoslovakia, prosecuted and executed in Prague,

where he had no connections and where money was of no help to him). Other witnesses claimed

that it was Rolf Günther, one of Eichmann's men, who planned this, and that there existed, on the

contrary, a written order from Eichmann that the ghetto be left intact. In any event, there is no

doubt that even in April, 1945, when practically everybody had become quite "moderate,"

Eichmann took advantage of a visit that M. Paul Dunand, of the Swiss Red Cross, paid to

Theresienstadt to put it on record that he himself did not approve of Himmler's new line in regard

to the Jews.

That Eichmann had at all times done his best to make the Final Solution final was therefore not in

dispute. The question was only whether this was indeed proof of his fanaticism, his boundless

hatred of Jews, and whether he had lied to the police and committed perjury in court when he

claimed he had always obeyed orders. No other explanation ever occurred to the judges, who

tried so hard to understand the accused, and treated him with a consideration and an authentic,
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shining humanity such as he had probably never encountered before in his whole life…..

The rapidity of his decline

during the last months of the war is a most telling sign of the extent to which Hitler was right when

he declared, in his Berlin bunker, in April, 1945, that the S.S. were no longer reliable.

In Jerusalem, confronted with documentary proof of his extraordinary loyalty to Hitler and the

Führer's order, Eichmann tried a number of times to explain that during the Third Reich "the

Führer's words had the force of law" (Führerworte haben Gesetzeskraft), which meant, among

other things, that if the order came directly from Hitler it did not have to be in writing. He tried to

explain that this was why he had never asked for a written order from Hitler (no such document

relating to the Final Solution has ever been found; probably it never existed), but had demanded

to see a written order from Himmler. To be sure, this was a fantastic state of affairs, and whole

libraries of very "learned" juridical comment have been written, all demonstrating that the Führer's

words, his oral pronouncements, were the basic law of the land. Within this "legal" framework,

every order contrary in letter or spirit to a word spoken by Hitler was, by definition, unlawful.

Eichmann's position, therefore, showed a most unpleasant resemblance to that of the often-cited

soldier who, acting in a normal legal framework, refuses to carry out orders that run counter to his

ordinary experience of lawfulness and hence can be recognized by him as criminal. The

extensive literature on the subject usually supports its case with the common equivocal meaning

of the word "law," which in this context means sometimes the law of the land - that is, posited,

positive law - and sometimes the law that supposedly speaks in all men's hearts with an identical

voice. Practically speaking, however, orders to be disobeyed must be "manifestly unlawful" and

unlawfulness must "fly like a black flag above [them] as a warning reading: `Prohibited!' " - as the

judgment pointed out. And in a criminal regime this "black flag" with its "warning sign" flies as

"manifestly" above what normally is a lawful order - for instance, not to kill innocent people just

because they happen to be Jews - as it flies above a criminal order under normal circumstances.

To fall back on an unequivocal voice of conscience - or, in the even vaguer language of the

jurists, on a "general sentiment of humanity" (Oppenheim-Lauterpacht in International Law, 1952)

- not only begs the question, it signifies a deliberate refusal to take notice of the central moral,

legal, and political phenomena of our century.
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To be sure, it was not merely Eichmann's conviction that Himmler was now giving "criminal"

orders that determined his actions. But the personal element undoubtedly involved was not

fanaticism, it was his genuine, "boundless and immoderate admiration for Hitler" (as one of the

defense witnesses called it) - for the man who had made it "from lance corporal to Chancellor of

the Reich." It would be idle to try to figure out which was stronger in him, his admiration for Hitler

or his determination to remain a law-abiding citizen of the Third Reich when Germany was

already in ruins. Both motives came into play once more during the last days of the war, when he

was in Berlin and saw with violent indignation how everybody around him was sensibly enough

getting himself fixed up with forged papers before the arrival of the Russians or the Americans. A

few weeks later, Eichmann, too, began to travel under an assumed name, but by then Hitler was

dead, and the "law of the land" was no longer in existence, and he, as he pointed out, was no

longer bound by his oath. For the oath taken by the members of the S.S. differed from the military

oath sworn by the soldiers in that it bound them only to Hitler, not to Germany.

The case of the conscience of Adolf Eichmann, which is admittedly complicated but is by no

means unique, is scarcely comparable to the case of the German generals, one of whom, when

asked at Nuremberg, "How was it possible that all you honorable generals could continue to

serve a murderer with such unquestioning loyalty?," replied that it was "not the task of a soldier to

act as judge over his supreme commander. Let history do that or God in heaven." (Thus General

Alfred Jodl, hanged at Nuremberg. ) Eichmann, much less intelligent and without any education to

speak of, at least dimly realized that it was not an order but a law which had turned them all into

criminals. The distinction between an order and the Führer's word was that the latter's validity

was not limited in time and space, which is the outstanding characteristic of the former. This is

also the true reason why the Führer's order for the Final Solution was followed by a huge shower

of regulations and directives, all drafted by expert lawyers and legal advisers, not by mere

administrators; this order, in contrast to ordinary orders, was treated as a law. Needless to add,

the resulting legal paraphernalia, far from being a mere symptom of German pedantry or

thoroughness, served most effectively to give the whole business its outward appearance of

legality.

And just as the law in civilized countries assumes that the voice of conscience tells everybody
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"Thou shalt not kill," even though man's natural desires and inclinations may at times be

murderous, so the law of Hitler's land demanded that the voice of conscience tell everybody:

"Thou shalt kill," although the organizers of the massacres knew full well that murder is against

the normal desires and inclinations of most people. Evil in the Third Reich had lost the quality by

which most people recognize it - the quality of temptation. Many Germans and many Nazis,

probably an overwhelming majority of them, must have been tempted not to murder, not to rob,

not to let their neighbors go off to their doom (for that the Jews were transported to their doom

they knew, of course, even though many of them may not have known the gruesome details), and

not to become accomplices in all these crimes by benefiting from them. But, God knows, they had

learned how to resist temptation.
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Jean-Paul Sartre 1946

Existentialism Is a Humanism

My purpose here is to offer a defence of existentialism against several reproaches that have been laid

against it.

First, it has been reproached as an invitation to people to dwell in quietism of despair. For if every way to

a solution is barred, one would have to regard any action in this world as entirely ineffective, and one

would arrive finally at a contemplative philosophy. Moreover, since contemplation is a luxury, this would

be only another bourgeois philosophy. This is, especially, the reproach made by the Communists.

From another quarter we are reproached for having underlined all that is ignominious in the human

situation, for depicting what is mean, sordid or base to the neglect of certain things that possess charm

and beauty and belong to the brighter side of human nature: for example, according to the Catholic

critic, Mlle. Mercier, we forget how an infant smiles. Both from this side and from the other we are also

reproached for leaving out of account the solidarity of mankind and considering man in isolation. And

this, say the Communists, is because we base our doctrine upon pure subjectivity – upon the Cartesian “I

think”: which is the moment in which solitary man attains to himself; a position from which it is

impossible to regain solidarity with other men who exist outside of the self. The ego cannot reach them

through the cogito.

From the Christian side, we are reproached as people who deny the reality and seriousness of human

affairs. For since we ignore the commandments of God and all values prescribed as eternal, nothing

remains but what is strictly voluntary. Everyone can do what he likes, and will be incapable, from such a

point of view, of condemning either the point of view or the action of anyone else.

It is to these various reproaches that I shall endeavour to reply today; that is why I have entitled this brief

exposition “Existentialism is a Humanism.” Many may be surprised at the mention of humanism in this

connection, but we shall try to see in what sense we understand it. In any case, we can begin by saying

that existentialism, in our sense of the word, is a doctrine that does render human life possible; a

doctrine, also, which affirms that every truth and every action imply both an environment and a human

subjectivity. The essential charge laid against us is, of course, that of over-emphasis upon the evil side of

human life. I have lately been told of a lady who, whenever she lets slip a vulgar expression in a moment

of nervousness, excuses herself by exclaiming, “I believe I am becoming an existentialist.” So it appears

that ugliness is being identified with existentialism. That is why some people say we are “naturalistic,”

and if we are, it is strange to see how much we scandalise and horrify them, for no one seems to be

much frightened or humiliated nowadays by what is properly called naturalism. Those who can quite

well keep down a novel by Zola such as La Terre are sickened as soon as they read an existentialist novel.

Those who appeal to the wisdom of the people – which is a sad wisdom – find ours sadder still. And yet,

what could be more disillusioned than such sayings as “Charity begins at home” or “Promote a rogue
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and he’ll sue you for damage, knock him down and he’ll do you homage”? We all know how many

common sayings can be quoted to this effect, and they all mean much the same – that you must not

oppose the powers that be; that you must not fight against superior force; must not meddle in matters

that are above your station. Or that any action not in accordance with some tradition is mere

romanticism; or that any undertaking which has not the support of proven experience is foredoomed to

frustration; and that since experience has shown men to be invariably inclined to evil, there must be firm

rules to restrain them, otherwise we shall have anarchy. It is, however, the people who are forever

mouthing these dismal proverbs and, whenever they are told of some more or less repulsive action, say

“How like human nature!” – it is these very people, always harping upon realism, who complain that

existentialism is too gloomy a view of things. Indeed their excessive protests make me suspect that what

is annoying them is not so much our pessimism, but, much more likely, our optimism. For at bottom,

what is alarming in the doctrine that I am about to try to explain to you is – is it not? – that it confronts

man with a possibility of choice. To verify this, let us review the whole question upon the strictly

philosophic level. What, then, is this that we call existentialism?

…….

The question is only complicated because there are two kinds of existentialists. There are, on the one

hand, the Christians, amongst whom I shall name Jaspers and Gabriel Marcel, both professed Catholics;

and on the other the existential atheists, amongst whom we must place Heidegger as well as the French

existentialists and myself. What they have in common is simply the fact that they believe that existence

comes before essence – or, if you will, that we must begin from the subjective. What exactly do we mean

by that?

If one considers an article of manufacture as, for example, a book or a paper-knife – one sees that it has

been made by an artisan who had a conception of it; and he has paid attention, equally, to the

conception of a paper-knife and to the pre-existent technique of production which is a part of that

conception and is, at bottom, a formula. Thus the paper-knife is at the same time an article producible in

a certain manner and one which, on the other hand, serves a definite purpose, for one cannot suppose

that a man would produce a paper-knife without knowing what it was for. Let us say, then, of the

paperknife that its essence – that is to say the sum of the formulae and the qualities which made its

production and its definition possible – precedes its existence. The presence of such-and-such a

paper-knife or book is thus determined before my eyes. Here, then, we are viewing the world from a

technical standpoint, and we can say that production precedes existence.

When we think of God as the creator, we are thinking of him, most of the time, as a supernal artisan.

Whatever doctrine we may be considering, whether it be a doctrine like that of Descartes, or of Leibnitz

himself, we always imply that the will follows, more or less, from the understanding or at least

accompanies it, so that when God creates he knows precisely what he is creating. Thus, the conception

of man in the mind of God is comparable to that of the paper-knife in the mind of the artisan: God makes

man according to a procedure and a conception, exactly as the artisan manufactures a paper-knife,

following a definition and a formula. Thus each individual man is the realisation of a certain conception
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which dwells in the divine understanding. In the philosophic atheism of the eighteenth century, the

notion of God is suppressed, but not, for all that, the idea that essence is prior to existence; something

of that idea we still find everywhere, in Diderot, in Voltaire and even in Kant. Man possesses a human

nature; that “human nature,” which is the conception of human being, is found in every man; which

means that each man is a particular example of a universal conception, the conception of Man. In Kant,

this universality goes so far that the wild man of the woods, man in the state of nature and the bourgeois

are all contained in the same definition and have the same fundamental qualities. Here again, the

essence of man precedes that historic existence which we confront in experience.

Atheistic existentialism, of which I am a representative, declares with greater consistency that if God

does not exist there is at least one being whose existence comes before its essence, a being which exists

before it can be defined by any conception of it. That being is man or, as Heidegger has it, the human

reality. What do we mean by saying that existence precedes essence? We mean that man first of all

exists, encounters himself, surges up in the world – and defines himself afterwards. If man as the

existentialist sees him is not definable, it is because to begin with he is nothing. He will not be anything

until later, and then he will be what he makes of himself. Thus, there is no human nature, because there

is no God to have a conception of it. Man simply is. Not that he is simply what he conceives himself to

be, but he is what he wills, and as he conceives himself after already existing – as he wills to be after that

leap towards existence. Man is nothing else but that which he makes of himself. That is the first principle

of existentialism. And this is what people call its “subjectivity,” using the word as a reproach against us.

But what do we mean to say by this, but that man is of a greater dignity than a stone or a table? For we

mean to say that man primarily exists – that man is, before all else, something which propels itself

towards a future and is aware that it is doing so. Man is, indeed, a project which possesses a subjective

life, instead of being a kind of moss, or a fungus or a cauliflower. Before that projection of the self

nothing exists; not even in the heaven of intelligence: man will only attain existence when he is what he

purposes to be. Not, however, what he may wish to be. For what we usually understand by wishing or

willing is a conscious decision taken – much more often than not – after we have made ourselves what

we are. I may wish to join a party, to write a book or to marry – but in such a case what is usually called

my will is probably a manifestation of a prior and more spontaneous decision. If, however, it is true that

existence is prior to essence, man is responsible for what he is. Thus, the first effect of existentialism is

that it puts every man in possession of himself as he is, and places the entire responsibility for his

existence squarely upon his own shoulders. And, when we say that man is responsible for himself, we do

not mean that he is responsible only for his own individuality, but that he is responsible for all men. The

word “subjectivism” is to be understood in two senses, and our adversaries play upon only one of them.

Subjectivism means, on the one hand, the freedom of the individual subject and, on the other, that man

cannot pass beyond human subjectivity. It is the latter which is the deeper meaning of existentialism.

When we say that man chooses himself, we do mean that every one of us must choose himself; but by

that we also mean that in choosing for himself he chooses for all men. For in effect, of all the actions a

man may take in order to create himself as he wills to be, there is not one which is not creative, at the

same time, of an image of man such as he believes he ought to be. To choose between this or that is at

the same time to affirm the value of that which is chosen; for we are unable ever to choose the worse.
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What we choose is always the better; and nothing can be better for us unless it is better for all. If,

moreover, existence precedes essence and we will to exist at the same time as we fashion our image,

that image is valid for all and for the entire epoch in which we find ourselves. Our responsibility is thus

much greater than we had supposed, for it concerns mankind as a whole. If I am a worker, for instance, I

may choose to join a Christian rather than a Communist trade union. And if, by that membership, I

choose to signify that resignation is, after all, the attitude that best becomes a man, that man’s kingdom

is not upon this earth, I do not commit myself alone to that view. Resignation is my will for everyone, and

my action is, in consequence, a commitment on behalf of all mankind. Or if, to take a more personal

case, I decide to marry and to have children, even though this decision proceeds simply from my

situation, from my passion or my desire, I am thereby committing not only myself, but humanity as a

whole, to the practice of monogamy. I am thus responsible for myself and for all men, and I am creating

a certain image of man as I would have him to be. In fashioning myself I fashion man.

This may enable us to understand what is meant by such terms – perhaps a little grandiloquent – as

anguish, abandonment and despair. As you will soon see, it is very simple. First, what do we mean by

anguish? – The existentialist frankly states that man is in anguish. His meaning is as follows: When a man

commits himself to anything, fully realising that he is not only choosing what he will be, but is thereby at

the same time a legislator deciding for the whole of mankind – in such a moment a man cannot escape

from the sense of complete and profound responsibility. There are many, indeed, who show no such

anxiety. But we affirm that they are merely disguising their anguish or are in flight from it. Certainly,

many people think that in what they are doing they commit no one but themselves to anything: and if

you ask them, “What would happen if everyone did so?” they shrug their shoulders and reply, “Everyone

does not do so.” But in truth, one ought always to ask oneself what would happen if everyone did as one

is doing; nor can one escape from that disturbing thought except by a kind of self-deception. The man

who lies in self-excuse, by saying “Everyone will not do it” must be ill at ease in his conscience, for the

act of lying implies the universal value which it denies. By its very disguise his anguish reveals itself. This

is the anguish that Kierkegaard called “the anguish of Abraham.” You know the story: An angel

commanded Abraham to sacrifice his son; and obedience was obligatory, if it really was an angel who

had appeared and said, “Thou, Abraham, shalt sacrifice thy son.” But anyone in such a case would

wonder, first, whether it was indeed an angel and secondly, whether I am really Abraham. Where are the

proofs? A certain mad woman who suffered from hallucinations said that people were telephoning to

her, and giving her orders. The doctor asked, “But who is it that speaks to you?” She replied: “He says it

is God.” And what, indeed, could prove to her that it was God? If an angel appears to me, what is the

proof that it is an angel; or, if I hear voices, who can prove that they proceed from heaven and not from

hell, or from my own subconsciousness or some pathological condition? Who can prove that they are

really addressed to me?

Who, then, can prove that I am the proper person to impose, by my own choice, my conception of man

upon mankind? I shall never find any proof whatever; there will be no sign to convince me of it. If a voice

speaks to me, it is still I myself who must decide whether the voice is or is not that of an angel. If I regard

a certain course of action as good, it is only I who choose to say that it is good and not bad. There is
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nothing to show that I am Abraham: nevertheless I also am obliged at every instant to perform actions

which are examples. Everything happens to every man as though the whole human race had its eyes

fixed upon what he is doing and regulated its conduct accordingly. So every man ought to say, “Am I

really a man who has the right to act in such a manner that humanity regulates itself by what I do.” If a

man does not say that, he is dissembling his anguish. Clearly, the anguish with which we are concerned

here is not one that could lead to quietism or inaction. It is anguish pure and simple, of the kind well

known to all those who have borne responsibilities. When, for instance, a military leader takes upon

himself the responsibility for an attack and sends a number of men to their death, he chooses to do it

and at bottom he alone chooses. No doubt under a higher command, but its orders, which are more

general, require interpretation by him and upon that interpretation depends the life of ten, fourteen or

twenty men. In making the decision, he cannot but feel a certain anguish. All leaders know that anguish.

It does not prevent their acting, on the contrary it is the very condition of their action, for the action

presupposes that there is a plurality of possibilities, and in choosing one of these, they realize that it has

value only because it is chosen. Now it is anguish of that kind which existentialism describes, and

moreover, as we shall see, makes explicit through direct responsibility towards other men who are

concerned. Far from being a screen which could separate us from action, it is a condition of action itself.

And when we speak of “abandonment” – a favorite word of Heidegger – we only mean to say that God

does not exist, and that it is necessary to draw the consequences of his absence right to the end. The

existentialist is strongly opposed to a certain type of secular moralism which seeks to suppress God at

the least possible expense. Towards 1880, when the French professors endeavoured to formulate a

secular morality, they said something like this: God is a useless and costly hypothesis, so we will do

without it. However, if we are to have morality, a society and a law-abiding world, it is essential that

certain values should be taken seriously; they must have an a priori existence ascribed to them. It must

be considered obligatory a priori to be honest, not to lie, not to beat one’s wife, to bring up children and

so forth; so we are going to do a little work on this subject, which will enable us to show that these

values exist all the same, inscribed in an intelligible heaven although, of course, there is no God. In other

words – and this is, I believe, the purport of all that we in France call radicalism – nothing will be

changed if God does not exist; we shall rediscover the same norms of honesty, progress and humanity,

and we shall have disposed of God as an out-of-date hypothesis which will die away quietly of itself. The

existentialist, on the contrary, finds it extremely embarrassing that God does not exist, for there

disappears with Him all possibility of finding values in an intelligible heaven. There can no longer be any

good a priori, since there is no infinite and perfect consciousness to think it. It is nowhere written that

“the good” exists, that one must be honest or must not lie, since we are now upon the plane where

there are only men. Dostoevsky once wrote: “If God did not exist, everything would be permitted”; and

that, for existentialism, is the starting point. Everything is indeed permitted if God does not exist, and

man is in consequence forlorn, for he cannot find anything to depend upon either within or outside

himself. He discovers forthwith, that he is without excuse. For if indeed existence precedes essence, one

will never be able to explain one’s action by reference to a given and specific human nature; in other

words, there is no determinism – man is free, man is freedom. Nor, on the other hand, if God does not

exist, are we provided with any values or commands that could legitimise our behaviour. Thus we have
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neither behind us, nor before us in a luminous realm of values, any means of justification or excuse. –

We are left alone, without excuse. That is what I mean when I say that man is condemned to be free.

Condemned, because he did not create himself, yet is nevertheless at liberty, and from the moment that

he is thrown into this world he is responsible for everything he does. The existentialist does not believe

in the power of passion. He will never regard a grand passion as a destructive torrent upon which a man

is swept into certain actions as by fate, and which, therefore, is an excuse for them. He thinks that man is

responsible for his passion. Neither will an existentialist think that a man can find help through some

sign being vouchsafed upon earth for his orientation: for he thinks that the man himself interprets the

sign as he chooses. He thinks that every man, without any support or help whatever, is condemned at

every instant to invent man. As Ponge has written in a very fine article, “Man is the future of man.” That

is exactly true. Only, if one took this to mean that the future is laid up in Heaven, that God knows what it

is, it would be false, for then it would no longer even be a future. If, however, it means that, whatever

man may now appear to be, there is a future to be fashioned, a virgin future that awaits him – then it is a

true saying. But in the present one is forsaken.

…... You are free, therefore choose, that is to say, invent. No rule of general morality can show you what

you ought to do: no signs are vouchsafed in this world. The Catholics will reply, “Oh, but they are!” Very

well; still, it is I myself, in every case, who have to interpret the signs. While I was imprisoned, I made the

acquaintance of a somewhat remarkable man, a Jesuit, who had become a member of that order in the

following manner. In his life he had suffered a succession of rather severe setbacks. His father had died

when he was a child, leaving him in poverty, and he had been awarded a free scholarship in a religious

institution, where he had been made continually to feel that he was accepted for charity’s sake, and, in

consequence, he had been denied several of those distinctions and honours which gratify children. Later,

about the age of eighteen, he came to grief in a sentimental affair; and finally, at twenty-two – this was a

trifle in itself, but it was the last drop that overflowed his cup – he failed in his military examination. This

young man, then, could regard himself as a total failure: it was a sign – but a sign of what? He might have

taken refuge in bitterness or despair. But he took it – very cleverly for him – as a sign that he was not

intended for secular success, and that only the attainments of religion, those of sanctity and of faith,

were accessible to him. He interpreted his record as a message from God, and became a member of the

Order. Who can doubt but that this decision as to the meaning of the sign was his, and his alone? One

could have drawn quite different conclusions from such a series of reverses – as, for example, that he

had better become a carpenter or a revolutionary. For the decipherment of the sign, however, he bears

the entire responsibility. That is what “abandonment” implies, that we ourselves decide our being. And

with this abandonment goes anguish.

As for “despair,” the meaning of this expression is extremely simple. It merely means that we limit

ourselves to a reliance upon that which is within our wills, or within the sum of the probabilities which

render our action feasible. Whenever one wills anything, there are always these elements of probability.

If I am counting upon a visit from a friend, who may be coming by train or by tram, I presuppose that the

train will arrive at the appointed time, or that the tram will not be derailed. I remain in the realm of

possibilities; but one does not rely upon any possibilities beyond those that are strictly concerned in
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one’s action. Beyond the point at which the possibilities under consideration cease to affect my action, I

ought to disinterest myself. For there is no God and no prevenient design, which can adapt the world and

all its possibilities to my will. When Descartes said, “Conquer yourself rather than the world,” what he

meant was, at bottom, the same – that we should act without hope.

Marxists, to whom I have said this, have answered: “Your action is limited, obviously, by your death; but

you can rely upon the help of others. That is, you can count both upon what the others are doing to help

you elsewhere, as in China and in Russia, and upon what they will do later, after your death, to take up

your action and carry it forward to its final accomplishment which will be the revolution. Moreover you

must rely upon this; not to do so is immoral.” To this I rejoin, first, that I shall always count upon my

comrades-in-arms in the struggle, in so far as they are committed, as I am, to a definite, common cause;

and in the unity of a party or a group which I can more or less control – that is, in which I am enrolled as

a militant and whose movements at every moment are known to me. In that respect, to rely upon the

unity and the will of the party is exactly like my reckoning that the train will run to time or that the tram

will not be derailed. But I cannot count upon men whom I do not know, I cannot base my confidence

upon human goodness or upon man’s interest in the good of society, seeing that man is free and that

there is no human nature which I can take as foundational. I do not know where the Russian revolution

will lead. I can admire it and take it as an example in so far as it is evident, today, that the proletariat

plays a part in Russia which it has attained in no other nation. But I cannot affirm that this will

necessarily lead to the triumph of the proletariat: I must confine myself to what I can see. Nor can I be

sure that comrades-in-arms will take up my work after my death and carry it to the maximum perfection,

seeing that those men are free agents and will freely decide, tomorrow, what man is then to be.

Tomorrow, after my death, some men may decide to establish Fascism, and the others may be so

cowardly or so slack as to let them do so. If so, Fascism will then be the truth of man, and so much the

worse for us. In reality, things will be such as men have decided they shall be. Does that mean that I

should abandon myself to quietism? No. First I ought to commit myself and then act my commitment,

according to the time-honoured formula that “one need not hope in order to undertake one’s work.” Nor

does this mean that I should not belong to a party, but only that I should be without illusion and that I

should do what I can. For instance, if I ask myself “Will the social ideal as such, ever become a reality?” I

cannot tell, I only know that whatever may be in my power to make it so, I shall do; beyond that, I can

count upon nothing.

Quietism is the attitude of people who say, “let others do what I cannot do.” The doctrine I am

presenting before you is precisely the opposite of this, since it declares that there is no reality except in

action. It goes further, indeed, and adds, “Man is nothing else but what he purposes, he exists only in so

far as he realises himself, he is therefore nothing else but the sum of his actions, nothing else but what

his life is.” Hence we can well understand why some people are horrified by our teaching. For many have

but one resource to sustain them in their misery, and that is to think, “Circumstances have been against

me, I was worthy to be something much better than I have been. I admit I have never had a great love or

a great friendship; but that is because I never met a man or a woman who were worthy of it; if I have not

written any very good books, it is because I had not the leisure to do so; or, if I have had no children to
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whom I could devote myself it is because I did not find the man I could have lived with. So there remains

within me a wide range of abilities, inclinations and potentialities, unused but perfectly viable, which

endow me with a worthiness that could never be inferred from the mere history of my actions.” But in

reality and for the existentialist, there is no love apart from the deeds of love; no potentiality of love

other than that which is manifested in loving; there is no genius other than that which is expressed in

works of art.

…..In the light of all this, what people reproach us with is not, after all, our pessimism, but the sternness

of our optimism. If people condemn our works of fiction, in which we describe characters that are base,

weak, cowardly and sometimes even frankly evil, it is not only because those characters are base, weak,

cowardly or evil. For suppose that, like Zola, we showed that the behaviour of these characters was

caused by their heredity, or by the action of their environment upon them, or by determining factors,

psychic or organic. People would be reassured, they would say, “You see, that is what we are like, no one

can do anything about it.” But the existentialist, when he portrays a coward, shows him as responsible

for his cowardice. He is not like that on account of a cowardly heart or lungs or cerebrum, he has not

become like that through his physiological organism; he is like that because he has made himself into a

coward by actions. There is no such thing as a cowardly temperament. There are nervous temperaments;

there is what is called impoverished blood, and there are also rich temperaments. But the man whose

blood is poor is not a coward for all that, for what produces cowardice is the act of giving up or giving

way; and a temperament is not an action. A coward is defined by the deed that he has done. What

people feel obscurely, and with horror, is that the coward as we present him is guilty of being a coward.

What people would prefer would be to be born either a coward or a hero.

We have now, I think, dealt with a certain number of the reproaches against existentialism. You have

seen that it cannot be regarded as a philosophy of quietism since it defines man by his action; nor as a

pessimistic description of man, for no doctrine is more optimistic, the destiny of man is placed within

himself. Nor is it an attempt to discourage man from action since it tells him that there is no hope except

in his action, and that the one thing which permits him to have life is the deed. Upon this level therefore,

what we are considering is an ethic of action and self-commitment.

…What is at the very heart and center of existentialism, is the absolute character of the free

commitment, by which every man realises himself in realising a type of humanity – a commitment

always understandable, to no matter whom in no matter what epoch – and its bearing upon the

relativity of the cultural pattern which may result from such absolute commitment. One must observe

equally the relativity of Cartesianism and the absolute character of the Cartesian commitment. In this

sense you may say, if you like, that every one of us makes the absolute by breathing, by eating, by

sleeping or by behaving in any fashion whatsoever. There is no difference between free being – being as

self-committal, as existence choosing its essence – and absolute being. And there is no difference

whatever between being as an absolute, temporarily localised that is, localised in history – and

universally intelligible being.
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You can see from these few reflections that nothing could be more unjust than the objections people

raise against us. Existentialism is nothing else but an attempt to draw the full conclusions from a

consistently atheistic position. Its intention is not in the least that of plunging men into despair. And if by

despair one means as the Christians do – any attitude of unbelief, the despair of the existentialists is

something different. Existentialism is not atheist in the sense that it would exhaust itself in

demonstrations of the non-existence of God. It declares, rather, that even if God existed that would

make no difference from its point of view. Not that we believe God does exist, but we think that the real

problem is not that of His existence; what man needs is to find himself again and to understand that

nothing can save him from himself, not even a valid proof of the existence of God. In this sense

existentialism is optimistic. It is a doctrine of action, and it is only by self-deception, by confining their

own despair with ours that Christians can describe us as without hope.
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FEAR AND TREMBLING

Soren Kierkergaard

 
INTRODUCTION

 
Not only in the world of commerce but also in the world of ideas our age has arranged a

regular clearance-sale. Everything may be had at such absurdedly low prices that very soon the
question will arise whether any one cares to bid. Every waiter with a speculative turn who
carefully marks the significant progress of modern philosophy, every lecturer in philosophy,
every tutor, student, every sticker-andquitter of philosophy—they are not content with
doubting everything, but "go right on." It might, possibly, be illtimed and inopportune to ask
them whither they are bound; but it is no doubt polite and modest to take it for granted that
they have doubted everything—else it were a curious statement for them to make, that they
were proceeding onward. So they have, all of them, completed that preliminary operation and,
it would seem, with such ease that they do not think it necessary to waste a word about how
they did it. The fact is, not even he who looked anxiously and with a troubled spirit for some
little point of information, ever found one, nor any instruction, nor even any little dietetic
prescription, as to how one is to accomplish this enormous task. "But did not Descartes proceed
in this fashion?" Descartes, indeed! that venerable, humble, honest thinker whose writings
surely no one can read without deep emotion—Descartes did what he said, and said what he
did. Alas, alas! that is a mighty rare thing in our times! But Descartes, as he says frequently
enough, never uttered doubts concerning his faith. . . .

In our times, as was remarked, no one is content with faith, but "goes right on." The question
as to whither they are proceeding may be a silly question; whereas it is, a sign of urbanity and
culture to assume that every one has faith, to begin with, for else it were a curious statement
for them to make, that they are proceeding further. In the olden days it was different. Then,
faith was a task for a whole lifetime because it was held that proficiercy in faith was not to be
won within a few days or weeks. Hence, when the tried patriarch felt his end approaching, after
having fought his battles and preserved his faith, he was still young enough at heart not to have
forgotten the fear and trembling which disciplined his youth and which the mature man has
under control, but which no one entirely outgrows—except insofar as he succeeds in "going on"
as early as possible. The goal which those venerable men reached at last—at that spot every
one starts, in our times, in order to "proceed further.". . .

 Love has its priests in the poets, and one bears at times a poet's voice which worthily extols it.
But not a word does one hear of faith. Who is there to speak in honor of that passion?
Philosophy "goes right on." Theology sits at the window with a painted visage and sues for
philosophy's favor, offering it her charms. It is said to be difficult to understand the philosophy
of Hegel; but to understand Abraham, why, that is an easy matter! To proceed further than
Hegel is a wonderful feat, but to proceed further than Abraham, why, nothing is easier!
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Personally, I have devoted a considerable amount of time to a study of Hegelian philosophy and
believe I understand it fairly well; in fact, I am rash enough to say that when, notwithstanding
an effort, I am not able to understand him in some passages, is because he is not entirely clear
about the matter himself. All this intellectual effort I perform easily and naturally, and it does
not cause my head to ache. On the other hand, whenever I attempt to think about Abraham I
am, as it were, overwhelmed. At every moment I am aware of the enormous paradox which
forms the content of Abraham's life, at every moment I am repulsed, and my thought,
notwithstanding its passionate attempts, cannot penetrate into it, cannot forge on the breadth
of a hair. I strain every muscle in order to envisage the problem—and become a paralytic in the
same moment.

I am by no means unacquainted with what has been admired as great and noble, my
soul feels kinship with it, being satisfied, in all humility, that it was also my cause the hero
espoused; and when contemplating his deed I say to myself: "jam tua causa agitur."1[14] I am
able to identify myself with the hero; but I cannot do so with Abraham, for whenever I have
reached his height I fall down again, since he confronts me as the paradox. It is by no means my
intention to maintain that faith is something inferior, but, on the contrary, that it is the highest
of all things; also that it is dishonest in philosophy to offer something else instead, and to pour
scorn on faith; but it ought to understand its own nature in order to know what it can offer. It
should take away nothing; least of all, fool people out of something as if it were of no value. I
am not unacquainted with the sufferings and dangers of life, but I do not fear them, and
cheerfully go forth to meet them. . . . But my courage is not, for all that, the courage of faith,
and is as nothing compared with it. I cannot carry out the movement of faith: I cannot close my
eyes and confidently plunge into the absurd—it is impossible for me; but neither do I boast of
it. . .

Now I wonder if every one of my contemporaries is really able to perform the movements of
faith. Unless I am much mistaken they are, rather, inclined to be proud of making what they
perhaps think me unable to do, viz., the imperfect movement. It is repugnant to my soul to do
what is so often done, to speak inhumanly about great deeds, as if a few thousands of years
were an immense space of time. I prefer to speak about them in a human way and as though
they had been done but yesterday, to let the great deed itself be the distance which either
inspires or condemns me. Now if I, in the capacity of tragic hero—for a higher flight I am unable
to take—if I had been summoned to such an extraordinary royal progress as was the one to
Mount Moriah, I know very well what I would have done. I would not have been craven enough
to remain at home; neither would I have dawdled on the way; nor would I have forgot my
knife—just to draw out the end a bit. But I am rather sure that I would have been promptly on
the spot, with every thing in order—in fact, would probably have been there before the
appointed time, so as to have the business soon over with. But I know also what I would have
done besides. In the moment I mounted my horse I would have said to myself: "Now all is lost,
God demands Isaac, I shall sacrifice him, and with him all my joy—but for all that, God is love
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and will remain so for me; for in this world God and I cannot speak together, we have no
language in common."

Possibly, one or the other of my contemporaries will be stupid enough, and jealous enough
of great deeds, to wish to persuade himself and me that if I had acted thus I should have done
something even greater than what Abraham did; for my sublime resignation was (he thinks) by
far more ideal and poetic than Abraham's literalminded action. And yet this is absolutely not so,
for my sublime resignation was only a substitute for faith. I could not have made more than the
infinite movement (of resignation) to find myself and again repose in myself. Nor would I have
loved Isaac as Abraham loved him. The fact that I was resolute enough to resign is sufficient to
prove my courage in a human sense, and the fact that I loved him with my whole heart is the
very presupposition without which my action would be n. me; but still I did not love as did
Abraham, for else I ould have hesitated even in the last minute, without, for that matter,
arriving too late on Mount Moriah. Also, I would have spoiled the whole business by my
behavior; for if I had had Isaac restored to me I would have been embarrassed. That which was
an easy matter for Abraham would have been difficult for me, I mean, to rejoice again in Isaac;
for he who with all the energy of his soul proprio motu et propriis auspiciis2[15] has made the
infinite movement of resignation and can do no more, he will retain possession of Isaac only in
his sorrow.

But what did Abraham? He arrived neither too early nor too late. He mounted his ass and rode
slowly on his way. And all the while he had faith, believing that God would not demand Isaac of
him, though ready all the while to sacrifice him, should it be demanded of him. He believed this
on the strength of the absurd; for there was no question of human calculation any longer. And
the absurdity consisted in God's, who yet made this demand of him, recalling his demand the
very next moment. Abraham ascended the mountain and whilst the knife already gleamed in
his hand he believed—that God would not demand Isaac of him. He was, to be sure, surprised
at the outcome; but by a double movement he had returned at his first state of mind and
therefore received Isaac back more gladly than the first time. . . .

On this height, then, stands Abraham. The last stage he loses sight of is that of infinite
resignation. He does really proceed further, he arrives at faith. For all these caricatures of faith,
wretched lukewarm sloth, which thinks. "Oh, there is no hurry, it is not necessary to worry
before the time comes"; and miserable hopefulness, which says: "One cannot know what will
happen, there might perhaps," all these caricatures belong to the sordid view of life and have
already fallen under the infinite scorn of infinite resignation.

Abraham, I am not able to understand; and in a certain sense I can learn nothing from him
without being struck with wonder. They who flatter themselves that by merely considering the
outcome of Abraham's story they will necessarily arrive at faith, only deceive themselves and
wish to cheat God out of the first movement of faith—it were tantamount to deriving worldly
wisdom from the paradox. But who knows, one or the other of them may succeed in doing this;
for our times are not satisfied with faith, and not even with the miracle of changing water into
wine—they "go right on" changing wine into water.
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Is it not preferable to remain satisfied with faith, and is it not outrageous that every one
wishes to "go right on". If people in our times decline to be satisfied with love, as is proclaimed
from various sides, where will we finally land? In worldly shrewdness, in mean calculation, in
paltriness and baseness, in all that which renders man's divine origin doubtful. Were it not
better to stand fast in the faith, and better that he that standeth take heed lest he fall;3[16] for
the movement of faith must ever be made by virtue of the absurd, but, note well, in such wise
that one does not lose the things of this world but wholly and entirely regains them.

As far as I am concerned, I am able to describe most excellently the movements of faith; but I
cannot make them myself. When a person wishes to learn how to swim he has himself
suspended in a swimmingbelt and then goes through the motions; but that does not mean that
he can swim. In the same fashion I too can go through the motions of faith; but when I am
thrown into the water I swim, to be sure (for I am not a wader in the shallows), but I go through
a different set of movements, towit, those of infinity; whereas faith does the opposite, towit,
makes the movements to regain the finite after having made those of infinite resignation.
Blessed is he who can make these movements, for he performs a marvellous feat, and I shall
never weary of admiring him, whether now it be Abraham himself or the slave in Abraham's
house, whether it be a professor of philosophy or a poor servantgirl: it is all the same to me, for
I have regard only to the movements. But these movements I watch closely, and I will not be
deceived, whether by myself or by any one else. The knights of infinite resignation are easily
recognized, for their gait is dancing and bold. But they who possess the jewel of faith frequently
deceive one because their bearing is curiously like that of a class of people heartily despised by
infinite resignation as well as by faith—the philistines.

Let me admit frankly that I have not in my experience encountered any certain specimen of
this type; but I do not refuse to admit that as far as I know, every other person may be such a
specimen. At the same time I will say that I have searched vainly for years. It is the custom of
scientists to travel around the globe to see rivers and mountains, new stars, gaycolored birds,
misshapen fish, ridiculous races of men. They abandon themselves to a bovine stupor which
gapes at existence and believe they have seen something worth while. All this does not interest
me; but if I knew where there lived such a knight of faith I would journey to him on foot, for
that marvel occupies my thoughts exclusively. Not a moment would I leave him out of sight, but
would watch how he makes the movements, and I would consider myself provided for life, and
would divide my time between watching him and myself practicing the movements, and would
thus use all my time in admiring him,

As I said, I have not met with such a one; but I can easily imagine him. Here he is. I make his
acquaintance and am introduced to him. The first moment I lay my eyes on him I push him back,
leaping back myself, I hold up my hands in amazement and say to myself: "Good Lord! that
person? Is it really he—why, he looks like a parishbeadle!" But it is really he. I become more
closely acquainted with him, watching his every movement to see whether some trifling
incongruous movement of his has escaped me, some trace, perchance, of a signalling from the
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infinite, a glance, a look, a gesture, a melancholy air, or a smile, which might betray the
presence of infinite resignation contrasting with the finite.

But no! I examine his figure from top to toe to discover whether there be anywhere a chink
through which the infinite might be seen to peer forth. But no! he is of a piece, all through. And
how about his footing? Vigorous, altogether that of finiteness, no citizen dressed in his very
best, prepared to spend his Sunday afternoon in the park, treads the ground more firmly. He
belongs altogether to this world, no philistine more so. There is no trace of the somewhat
exclusive and haughty demeanor which marks off the knight of infinite resignation. He takes
pleasure in all, things, is interested in everything, and perseveres in whatever he does with the
zest characteristic of persons wholly given to worldly things. He attends to his business, and
when one sees him one might think he was a clerk who had lost his soul in doing double
bookkeeping, he is so exact. He takes a day off on Sundays. He goes to church. But no hint of
anything supernatural or any other sign of the incommensurable betrays him, and if one did not
know him it would be impossible to distinguish him in the congregation, for his brisk and manly
singing proves only that he has a pair of good lungs.

In the afternoon he walks out to the forest. He takes delight in all he sees, in the crowds of
men and women, the new omnibusses, the Sound—if one met him on the promenade one
might think he was some shopkeeper who was having a good time, so simple is his joy; for he is
not a poet, and in vain have I tried to lure him into betraying some sign of the poet's
detachment. Toward evening he walks home again, with a gait as steady as that of a mailcarrier.
On his way he happens to wonder whether his wife will have some little special warm dish
ready for him, when he comes home—as she surely has—as, for instance, a roasted lamb's
head garnished with greens. And if he met one minded like him he is very likely to continue
talking about this dish with him till they reach the East Gate, and to talk about it with a zest
befitting a chef. As it happens, he has not four shillings to spare, and yet he firmly believes that
his wife surely has that dish ready for him. If she has, it would be an enviable sight for
distinguished people, and an inspiring one for common folks, to see him eat, for he has an
appetite greater than Esau's. His wife has not prepared it—strange, he remains altogether the
same.

Again, on his way he passes a building lot and there meets another man. They fall to talking,
and in a trice he erects a building, freely disposing of everything necessary. And the stranger
will leave him with the impression that he has been talking with a capitalist—the fact being that
the knight of my admiration is busy with the thought that if it really came to the point he would
unquestionably have the means wherewithal at his disposal.

Now he is lying on his elbows in the window and looking over the square on which he lives. All
that happens there, if it be only a rat creeping into a gutterhole, or children playing
together—everything engages his attention, and yet his mind is at rest as though it were the
mind of a girl of sixteen. He smokes his pipe in the evening, and to look at him you would swear
it was the greengrocer from across the street who is lounging at the window in the evening
twilight. Thus he shows as much unconcern as any worthless happygolucky fellow; and yet,
every moment he lives he purchases his leisure at the highest price, for he makes not the least
movement except by virtue of the absurd; and yet, yet—indeed, I might become furious with
anger, if for no other reason than that of envy—and yet, this man has performed, and is
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performing every moment, the movement of infinity . . . He has resigned everything absolutely,
and then again seized hold of it all on the strength of the absurd. . .

But this miracle may so easily deceive one that it will be best if I describe the movements in a
given case which may illustrate their aspect in contact with reality; and that is the important
point. Suppose, then, a young swain falls in love with a princess, and all his life is bound up in
this love. But circumstances are such that it is out of the question to think of marrying her, an
impossibility to translate his dreams into reality. The slaves of paltriness, the frogs in the
sloughs of life, they will shout, of course: "Such a love is folly, the rich brewer's widow is quite
as good and solid a match." Let them but croak. The knight of infinite resignation does not
follow their advice, he does not surrender his love, not for all the riches in the world. He is no
fool, he first makes sure that this love really is the contents of his life, for his soul is too sound
and too proud to waste itself on a mere intoxication. He is no coward, he is not afraid to let his
love insinuate itself into his most secret and most remote thoughts, to let it wind itself in
innumerable coils about every fiber of his consciousness—if he is disappointed in his love he
will never be able to extricate himself again. He feels a delicious pleasure in letting love thrill his
every nerve, and yet his soul is solemn as is that of him who has drained a cup of poison and
who now feels the virus mingle with every drop of his blood, poised in that moment between
life and death.

Having thus imbibed love, and being wholly absorbed in it, he does not lack the courage to
try and dare all. He surveys the whole situation, he calls together his swift thoughts which like
tame pigeons obey his every beck, he gives the signal, and they dart in all directions. But when
they return, every one bearing a message of sorrow, and explain to him that it is impossible,
then he becomes silent, he dismisses them, he remains alone; and then he makes the
movement. Now if what I say here is to have any significance, it is of prime importance that the
movement be made in a normal fashion. The knight of resignation is supposed to have
sufficient energy to concentrate the entire contents of his life and the realization of existing
conditions into one single wish. But if one lacks this concentration, this devotion to a single
thought; if his soul from the very beginning is scattered on a number of objects, he will never be
able to make the movement—he will be as worldlywise in the conduct of his life as the financier
who invests his capital in a number of securities to win on the one if he should lose on the
other; that is, he is no knight. Furthermore, the knight is supposed to possess sufficient energy
to concentrate all his thought into a single act of consciousness. If he lacks this concentration he
will only run errands in life and will never be able to assume the attitude of infinite resignation;
for the very minute he approaches it he will suddenly discover that he forgot something so that
he must remain behind. The next minute, thinks he, it will be attainable again, and so it is; but
such inhibitions will never allow him to make the movement but will, rather, tend to him sink
ever deeper into the mire.

Our knight, then, performs the movement—which movement? Is he intent on forgetting the
whole affair, which, too, would presuppose much concentration? No, for the knight does not
contradict himself, and it is a contradiction to forget the main contents of one's life and still
remain the same person. And he has no desire to become another person; neither does he
consider such a desire to smack of greatness. Only lower natures forget themselves and become
something different. Thus the butterfly has forgotten that it once was a caterpillar—who knows
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but it may forget her that it once was a butterfly, and turn into a fish! Deeper natures never
forget themselves and never change their essential qualities. So the knight remembers all; but
precisely this remembrance is painful. Nevertheless, in his infinite resignation he has become
reconciled with existence. His love for the princess has become for him the expression of an
eternal love, has assumed a religious character, has been transfigured into a love for the eternal
being which, to be sure, denied him the fulfilment of his love, yet reconciled him again by
presenting him with the abiding consciousness of his love's being preserved in an everlasting
form of which no reality can rob him. . . .

Now, he is no longer interested in what the princess may do, and precisely this proves that he
has made the movement of infinite resignation correctly. In fact, this is a good criterion for
detecting whether a person's movement is sincere or just makebelieve. Take a person who
believes that he too has resigned, but lo! time passed, the princess did something on her part,
for example, married a prince, and then his soul lost the elasticity of its resignation. This ought
to show him that he did not make the movement correctly, for he who has resigned absolutely
is sufficient unto himself. The knight does not cancel his resignation, but preserves his love as
fresh and young as it was at the first moment, he never lets go of it just because his resignation
is absolute. Whatever the princess does, cannot disturb him, for it is only the lower natures who
have the law for their actions in some other person, i.e. have the premises of their actions
outside of themselves. . . .

Infinite resignation is the last stage which goes before faith, so that every one who has not
made the movement of infinite resignation cannot have faith; for only through absolute
resignation do I become conscious of my eternal worth, and only then can there arise the
problem of again grasping hold of this world by virtue of faith.
We will now suppose the knight of faith in the same case. He does precisely as the other knight,
he absolutely resigns the love which is the contents of his life, he is reconciled to the pain; but
then the miraculous happens, he makes one more movement, strange beyond comparison,
saying: "And still I believe that I shall marry her—marry her by virtue of the absurd, by virtue of
the act that to God nothing is impossible." Now the absurd is not one of the categories which
belong to the understanding proper. It is not identical with the improbable, the unforeseen, the
unexpected. The very moment our knight resigned himself he made sure of the absolute
impossibility, in any human sense, of his love. This was the result reached by his reflections, and
he had sufficient energy to make them. In a transcendent sense, however, by his very
resignation, the attainment of his end is not impossible; but this very act of again taking
possession of his love is at the same time a relinquishment of it. Nevertheless this kind of
possession is by no means an absurdity to the intellect; for the intellect all the while continues
to be right, as it is aware that in the world of finalities, in which reason rules, his love was and
is, an impossibility. The knight of faith realizes this fully as well. Hence the only thing which can
save him is recourse to the absurd, and this recourse he has through his faith. That is, he clearly
recognizes the impossibility, and in the same moment he believes the absurd; for if he imagined
he had faith, without at the same time recognizing, with all the passion his soul is capable of,
that his love is impossible, he would be merely deceiving himself, and his testimony would be of
no value, since he had not arrived even at the stage of absolute resignation. . . .

42



This last movement, the paradoxical movement of faith, I cannot make, whether or no it be
my duty, although I desire nothing more ardently than to be able to make it. It must be left to a
person's discretion whether he cares to make this confession; and at any rate, it is a matter
between him and the Eternal Being, who is the object of his faith, whether an amicable
adjustment can be affected. But what every person can do is to make the movement of
absolute resignation, and I for my part would not hesitate to declare him a coward who
imagines he cannot perform it. It is a different matter with faith. But what no person has a right
to, is to delude others into the belief that faith is something of no great significance, or that it is
an easy matter, whereas it is the greatest and most difficult of all things.

But the story of Abraham is generally interpreted in a different way. God's mercy is praised
which restored Isaac to him—it was but a trial! A trial. This word may mean much or little, and
yet the whole of it passes off as quickly as the story is told: one mounts a winged horse, in the
same instant one arrives on Mount Moriah, and presto one sees the ram. It is not remembered
that Abraham only rode on an ass which travels but slowly, that it was a three days' journey for
him, and that he required some additional time to collect the firewood, to bind Isaac, and to
whet his knife.

And yet one extols Abraham. He who is to preach the sermon may sleep comfortably until a
quarter of an hour before he is to preach it, and the listener may comfortably sleep during the
sermon, for everything is made easy enough, without much exertion either to preacher or
listener. But now suppose a man was present who suffered with sleeplessness and who went
home and sat in a corner and reflected as follows: "The whole lasted but a minute, you need
only wait a little while, and then the ram will be shown and the trial will be over." Now if the
preacher should find him in this frame of mind, I believe he would confront him in all his dignity
and say to him: "Wretch that thou art, to let thy soul lapse into such folly; miracles do not
happen, all life is a trial." And as he proceeded he would grow more and more passionate, and
would become ever more satisfied with himself; and whereas he had not noticed any
congestion in his head whilst preaching about Abraham, he now feels the veins on his forehead
swell. Yet who knows but he would stand aghast if the sinner should answer him in a quiet and
dignified manner that it was precisely this about which he preached the Sunday before.

Let us then either waive the whole story of Abraharn, or else learn to stand in awe of the
enormous paradox which constitutes his significance for us, so that we may learn to understand
that our age, like every age, may rejoice if it has faith. If the story of Abraham is not a mere
nothing, an illusion, or if it is just used for show and as a pastime, the mistake cannot by any
means be in the sinner's wishing to do likewise; but it is necessary to find out how great was the
deed which Abraham performed, in order that the man may judge for himself whether he has
the courage and the mission to do likewise. The comical contradiction in the procedure of the
preacher was his reduction of the story of Abraham to insignificance whereas he rebuked the
other man for doing the very same thing.

But should we then cease to speak about Abraham? I certainly think not. But if I were to
speak about him I would first of all describe the terrors of his trial. To that end leechlike I would
suck all the suffering and distress out of the anguish of a father, in order to be able to describe
what Abraham suffered whilst yet preserving his faith. I would remind the hearer that the
journey lasted three days and a goodly part of the fourth—in fact, these three and half days
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ought to become infinitely longer than the few thousand years which separate me from
Abraham. I would remind him, as I think right, that every person is still permitted to turn about
before trying his strength on this formidable task; in fact, that he may return every instant in
repentence. Provided this is done, I fear for nothing. Nor do I fear to awaken great desire among
people to attempt to emulate Abraham. But to get out a cheap edition of Abraham and yet
forbid every one to do as he did, that I call ridiculous.4[17]
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From Part II of The Second Sex. Simone de Beauvoir 1949

On the Master-Slave Relation

Certain passages in the argument employed by Hegel in defining the

relation of master to slave apply much better to the relation of man to

woman. The advantage of the master, he says, comes from his affirmation

of Spirit as against Life through the fact that he risks his own life; but in

fact the conquered slave has known this same risk. Whereas woman is

basically an existent who gives Life and does not risk her life, between

her and the male there has been no combat. Hegel’s definition would seem

to apply especially well to her. He says: ‘The other consciousness is the

dependent consciousness for whom the essential reality is the animal type

of life; that is to say, a mode of living bestowed by another entity.’ But

this relation is to be distinguished from the relation of subjugation because

woman also aspires to and recognizes the values that are concretely

attained by the male. He it is who opens up the future to which she also

reaches out. In truth women have never set up female values in opposition

to male values; it is man who, desirous of maintaining masculine

prerogatives, has invented that divergence. Men have presumed to create a

feminine domain – the kingdom of life, of immanence – only in order to

lock up women therein. But it is regardless of sex that the existent seeks

self-justification through transcendence – the very submission of women

is proof of that statement. What they demand today is to be recognized as

existents by the same right as men and not to subordinate existence to life,

the human being to its animality.

An existentialist perspective has enabled us, then, to understand how the

biological and economic condition of the primitive horde must have led to

male supremacy. The female, to a greater extent than the male, is the prey
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of the species; and the human race has always sought to escape its specific

destiny. The support of life became for man an activity and a project

through the invention of the tool; but in maternity woman remained

closely bound to her body, like an animal. It is because humanity calls

itself in question in the matter of living – that is to say, values the reasons

for living above mere life – that, confronting woman, man assumes

mastery. Man’s design is not to repeat himself in time: it is to take control

of the instant and mould the future. It is male activity that in creating

values has made of existence itself a value; this activity has prevailed over

the confused forces of life; it has subdued Nature and Woman. We must

now see how this situation has been perpetuated and how it has evolved

through the ages. What place has humanity made for this portion of itself

which, while included within it, is defined as the Other? What rights have

been conceded to it? How have men defined it?

Book One: Facts and Myths, Part

I: Destiny

Chapter 3: The Point of View of Historical Materialism

THE theory of historical materialism has brought to light some most

important truths. Humanity is not an animal species, it is a historical

reality. Human society is an antiphysis – in a sense it is against nature; it

does not passively submit to the presence of nature but rather takes over

the control of nature on its own behalf. This arrogation is not an inward,

subjective operation; it is accomplished objectively in practical action.

Thus woman could not be considered simply as a sexual organism, for

among the biological traits, only those have importance that take on

concrete value in action. Woman’s awareness of herself is not defined

exclusively by her sexuality: it reflects a situation that depends upon the
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economic organisation of society, which in turn indicates what stage of

technical evolution mankind has attained. As we have seen, the two

essential traits that characterise woman, biologically speaking, are the

following: her grasp upon the world is less extended than man’s, and she

is more closely enslaved to the species.

But these facts take on quite different values according to the economic

and social context. In human history grasp upon the world has never been

defined by the naked body: the hand, with its opposable thumb, already

anticipates the instrument that multiplies its power; from the most ancient

records of prehistory, we see man always as armed. In times when heavy

clubs were brandished and wild beasts held at bay, woman’s physical

weakness did constitute a glaring inferiority: if the instrument required

strength slightly beyond that at woman’s disposal, it was enough to make

her appear utterly powerless. But, on the contrary, technique may annul

the muscular inequality of man and woman: abundance makes for

superiority only in the perspective of a need, and to have too much is no

better than to have enough. Thus the control of many modern machines

requires only a part of the masculine resources, and if the minimum

demanded is not above the female’s capacity, she becomes, as far as this

work is concerned, man’s equal. Today, of course, vast displays of energy

can be controlled by pressing a button. As for the burdens of maternity,

they assume widely varying importance according to the customs of the

country: they are crushing if the woman is obliged to undergo frequent

pregnancies and if she is compelled to nurse and raise the children without

assistance; but if she procreates voluntarily and if society comes to her aid

during pregnancy and is concerned with child welfare, the burdens of

maternity are light and can be easily offset by suitable adjustments in

working conditions.
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Engels retraces the history of woman according to this perspective in

The Origin of the Family, Private Property, and the State, showing that

this history depended essentially on that of techniques. In the Stone Age,

when the land belonged in common to all members of the clan, the

rudimentary character of the primitive spade and hoe limited the

possibilities of agriculture, so that woman’s strength was adequate for

gardening. In this primitive division of labour, the two sexes constituted in

a way two classes, and there was equality between these classes. While

man hunts and fishes, woman remains in the home; but the tasks of

domesticity include productive labour – making pottery, weaving,

gardening – and in consequence woman plays a large part in economic

life. Through the discovery of copper, tin, bronze, and iron, and with the

appearance of the plough, agriculture enlarges its scope, and intensive

labour is called for in clearing woodland and cultivating the fields. Then

man has recourse to the labour of other men, whom he reduces to slavery.

Private property appears: master of slaves and of the earth, man becomes

the proprietor also of woman. This was ‘the great historical defeat of the

feminine sex’. It is to be explained by the upsetting of the old division of

labour which occurred in consequence of the invention of new tools. ‘The

same cause which had assured to woman the prime authority in the house

– namely, her restriction to domestic duties – this same cause now assured

the domination there of the man; for woman’s housework henceforth sank

into insignificance in comparison with man’s productive labour – the

latter as everything, the former a trifling auxiliary.’ Then maternal

authority gave place to paternal authority, property being inherited from

father to son and no longer from woman to her clan. Here we see the

emergence of the patriarchal family founded upon private property. In this

type of family woman is subjugated. Man in his sovereignty indulges

himself in sexual caprices, among others – he fornicates with slaves or

courtesans or he practises polygamy. Wherever the local customs make
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reciprocity at all possible, the wife takes revenge through infidelity –

marriage finds its natural fulfilment in adultery. This is woman’s sole

defence against the domestic slavery in which she is bound; and it is this

economic oppression that gives rise to the social oppression to which she

is subjected. Equality cannot be re-established until the two sexes enjoy

equal rights in law; but this enfranchisement requires participation in

general industry by the whole female sex. ‘Woman can be emancipated

only when she can take part on a large social scale in production and is

engaged in domestic work only to an insignificant degree. And this has

become possible only in the big industry of modern times, which not only

admits of female labour on a grand scale but even formally demands it...’

Thus the fate of woman and that of socialism are intimately bound up

together, as is shown also in Bebel’s great work on woman. ‘Woman and

the proletariat,’ he says, ‘are both downtrodden.’ Both are to be set free

through the economic development consequent upon the social upheaval

brought about by machinery. The problem of woman is reduced to the

problem of her capacity for labour. Puissant at the time when techniques

were suited to her capabilities, dethroned when she was no longer in a

position to exploit them, woman regains in the modern world her equality

with man. It is the resistance of the ancient capitalistic paternalism that in

most countries prevents the concrete realisation of this equality; it will be

realised on the day when this resistance is broken, as is the fact already in

the Soviet Union, according to Soviet propaganda. And when the socialist

society is established throughout the world, there will no longer be men

and women, but only workers on a footing of equality.

Although this chain of thought as outlined by Engels marks an advance

upon those we have been examining, we find it disappointing – the most

important problems are slurred over. The turning-point of all history is the

passage from the regime of community ownership to that of private
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property, and it is in no wise indicated how this could have come about.

Engels himself declares in The Origin of the Family that ‘at present we

know nothing about it’; not only is he ignorant of the historical details: he

does not even suggest any interpretation. Similarly, it is not clear that the

institution of private property must necessarily have involved the

enslavement of women. Historical materialism takes for granted facts that

call for explanation: Engels assumes without discussion the bond of

interest which ties man to property; but where does this interest, the

source of social institutions, have its own source? Thus Engels’s account

remains superficial, and the truths that he does reveal are seemingly

contingent, incidental. The fact is that we cannot plumb their meaning

without going beyond the limits of historical materialism. It cannot

provide solutions for the problems we have raised, because these concern

the whole man and not that abstraction : Homo oeconomicus.

It would seem clear, for example, that the very concept of personal

possession can be comprehensible only with reference to the original

condition of the existent. For it to appear, there must have been at first an

inclination in the subject to think of himself as basically individual, to

assert the autonomy and separateness of his existence. We can see that this

affirmation would have remained subjective, inward, without validity as

long as the individual lacked the practical means for carrying it out

objectively. Without adequate tools, he did not sense at first any power

over the world, he felt lost in nature and in the group, passive, threatened,

the plaything of obscure forces; he dared to think of himself only as

identified with the clan: the totem, mana, the earth were group realities.

The discovery of bronze enabled man, in the experience of hard and

productive labour, to discover himself as creator; dominating nature, he

was no longer afraid of it, and in the faceof obstacles overcome he found

courage to see himself as an autonomous active force, to achieve

self-fulfilment as an individual.
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But this accomplishment would never have been attained had not man

originally willed it so; the lesson of work is not inscribed upon a passive

subject: the subject shapes and masters himself in shaping and mastering

the land.

On the other hand, the affirmation of the subject’s individuality is not

enough to explain property: each conscious individual through challenge,

struggle, and single combat can endeavour to raise himself to sovereignty.

For the challenge to have taken the form of potlatch or ceremonial

exchange of gifts – that is, of an economic rivalry – and from this point on

for first the chief and then the members of the clan to have laid claim to

private property, required that there should be in man another original

tendency. As we have seen in the preceding chapter, the existent succeeds

in finding himself only in estrangement, in alienation; he seeks through

the world to find himself in some shape, other than himself, which he

makes his own. The clan encounters its own alienated existence in the

totem, the mana, the terrain it occupies; and when the individual becomes

distinguished from the community, he requires a personal incarnation. The

mana becomes individualised in the chief, then in each individual; and at

the same time each person tries to appropriate a piece of land,

implements, crops. Man finds himself in these goods which are his

because he has previously lost himself in them; and it is therefore

understandable that he places upon them a value no less fundamental than

upon his very life. Thus it is that man’s interest in his property becomes an

intelligible relation. But we see that this cannot be explained through the

tool alone: we must grasp in its entirety the attitude of man wielding the

tool, an attitude that implies an ontological substructure, a foundation in

the nature of his being.

On the same grounds it is impossible to deduce the oppression of

woman from the institution of private property. Here again the inadequacy
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of Engels’s point of view is obvious. He saw clearly that woman’s

muscular weakness became a real point of inferiority only in its relation to

the bronze and iron tool; but he did not see that the limitations of her

capacity for labour constituted in themselves a concrete disadvantage only

in a certain perspective. It is because man is a being of transcendence and

ambition that he projects new urgencies through every new tool: when he

had invented bronze implements, he was no longer content with gardens –

he wanted to clear and cultivate vast fields. And it was not from the

bronze itself that this desire welled up. Woman’s incapacity brought about

her ruin because man regarded her in the perspective of his project for

enrichment and expansion. And this project is still not enough to explain

why she was oppressed; for the division of labour between the sexes could

have meant a friendly association. If the original relation between a man

and his fellows was exclusively a relation of friendship, we could not

account for any type of enslavement; but no, this phenomenon is a result

of the imperialism of the human consciousness, seeking always to

exercise its sovereignty in objective fashion. If the human consciousness

had not included the original category of the Other and an original

aspiration to dominate the Other, the invention of the bronze tool could

not have caused the oppression of woman.

No more does Engels account for the peculiar nature of this oppression.

He tried to reduce the antagonism of the sexes to class conflict, but he was

half-hearted in the attempt; the thesis is simply untenable. It is true that

division of labour according to sex and the consequent oppression bring to

mind in some ways the division of society by classes, but it is impossible

to confuse the two. For one thing, there is no biological basis for the

separation of classes. Again, the slave in his toil is conscious of himself as

opposed to his master; and the proletariat has always put its condition to

the test in revolt, thereby going back to essentials and constituting a threat

to its exploiters. And what it has aimed at is its own disappearance as a
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class. I have pointed out in the Introduction how different woman’s

situation is, particularly on account of the community of life and interests

which entails her solidarity with man, and also because he finds in her an

accomplice; no desire for revolution dwells within her, nor any thought of

her own disappearance as a sex – all she asks is that certain sequels of

sexual differentiation be abolished.

What is still more serious, woman cannot in good faith be regarded

simply as a worker; for her reproductive function is as important as her

productive capacity, no less in the social economy than in the individual

life. In some periods, indeed, it is more useful to produce offspring than to

plough the soil. Engels slighted the problem, simply remarking that the

socialist community would abolish the family – certainly an abstract

solution. We know how often and how radically Soviet Russia has had to

change its policy on the family according to the varying relation between

the immediate needs of production and those of re-population. But for that

matter, to do away with the family is not necessarily to emancipate

woman. Such examples as Sparta and the Nazi regime prove that she can

be none the less oppressed by the males, for all her direct attachment to

the State.

A truly socialist ethics, concerned to uphold justice without suppressing

liberty and to impose duties upon individuals without abolishing

individuality, will find most embarrassing the problems posed by the

condition of woman. It is impossible simply to equate gestation with a

task, a piece of work, or with a service, such as military service. Woman’s

life is more seriously broken in upon by a demand for children than by

regulation of the citizen’s employment – no state has ever ventured to

establish obligatory copulation. In the sexual act and in maternity not only

time and strength but also essential values are involved for woman.

Rationalist materialism tries in vain to disregard this dramatic aspect of
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sexuality; for it is impossible to bring the sexual instinct under a code of

regulations. Indeed, as Freud said, it is not sure that it does not bear within

itself a denial of its own satisfaction. What is certain is that it does not

permit of integration with the social, because there is in eroticism a revolt

of the instant against time, of the individual against the universal. In

proposing to direct and exploit it, there is risk of killing it, for it is

impossible to deal at will with living spontaneity as one deals at will with

inert matter; and no more can it be obtained by force, as a privilege may

be.

There is no way of directly compelling woman to bring forth: all that

can be done is to put her in a situation where maternity is for her the sole

outcome – the law or the mores enjoin marriage, birth control and

abortion are prohibited, divorce is forbidden. These ancient patriarchal

restraints are just what Soviet Russia has brought back today; Russia has

revived the paternalistic concepts of marriage. And in doing so, she has

been induced to ask woman once more to make of herself an erotic object:

in a recent pronouncement female Soviet citizens were requested to pay

careful attention to their garb, to use make-up, to employ the arts of

coquetry in holding their husbands and fanning the flame of desire. As

this case shows clearly, it is impossible to regard woman simply as a

productive force: she is for man a sexual partner, a reproducer, an erotic

object – an Other through whom he seeks himself. In vain have the

totalitarian or authoritative regimes with one accord prohibited

psychoanalysis and declared that individual, personal drama is out of

order for citizens loyally integrated with the community; the erotic

experience remains one in which generality is always regained by an

individuality. And for a democratic socialism in which classes are

abolished but not individuals, the question of individual destiny would

keep all its importance – and hence sexual differentiation would keep all

its importance. The sexual relation that joins woman to man is not the
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same as that which he bears to her; and the bond that unites her to the

child is sui generis, unique. She was not created by the bronze tool alone;

and the machine tool alone will not abolish her. To claim for her every

right, every chance to be an all-round human being does not mean that we

should be blind to her peculiar situation. And in order to comprehend we

must look beyond the historical materialism that man and woman no more

than economic units.

So it is that we reject for the same reasons both the sexual monism of

Freud and the economic monism of Engels. A psychoanalyst will interpret

the claims of woman as phenomena of the ‘masculine protest’; for the

Marxist, on the contrary, her sexuality only expresses her economic

situation in more or less complex, roundabout fashion. But the categories

‘vaginal’, like the categories of ‘bourgeois’ or ‘proletarian’, are equally

inadequate to encompass a concrete woman. Underlying all individual

drama, as it underlies the economic history of mankind, there is an

existentialist foundation that alone enables us to understand in its unity

that particular form of being which we call a human life. The virtue of

Freudianism derives from the fact that the existent is a body: what he

experiences as a body confronted by other bodies expresses his existential

situation concretely. Similarly, what is true in the Marxian thesis is that

the ontological aspirations – the projects for becoming – of the existent

take concrete form according to the material possibilities offered,

especially those opened up by technological advances. But unless they are

integrated into the totality of human reality, sexuality and technology

alone can explain nothing. That is why in Freud the prohibitions of the

super-ego and the drives of the ego appear to be contingent, and why in

Engels’s account of the history of the family the most important

developments seem to arise according to the caprices of mysterious

fortune. In our attempt to discover woman we shall not reject certain

contributions of biology, of psychoanalysis, and of historical materialism;
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but we shall hold that the body, the sexual life, and the resources of

technology exist concretely for man only in so far as he grasps them in the

total perspective of his existence. The value of muscular strength, of the

phallus, of the tool can be defined only in a world of values; it is

determined by the basic project through which the existent seeks

transcendence.
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