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Introduction: Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy (1888–1973) 

 

Wayne Cristaudo, Norman Fiering and Andreas Leutzsch 

 

 

We wish to thank the board of Culture, Theory and Critique for allowing us to devote 

a special edition of the journal to Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy. It is a brave move because he is 

certainly not among the philosophical and social theoretical stars who are widely cited and 

considered essential reading for anyone interested in social critique, although we believe he 

should be. The fundamental question is whether he has something of urgent importance to 

say. We hope that this collection of eight essays will demonstrate that he does.    

The range of the essays and the diversity of disciplines they cover are indicative of the 

depth and breadth of Rosenstock-Huessy’s knowledge and creativity: David Bade explores 

the importance of Rosenstock-Huessy for Linguistics, Peter Leithart for Theology, Andreas 

Leutzsch for History, Wayne Cristaudo for Sociology, Otto Kroesen for his contribution (in 

comparison to Emmanuel Levinas and Franz Rosenzweig) to what usually goes under the 

rubric of globalization, but which Rosenstock-Huessy referred to as a ‘planetary society’. All 

of these essays attempt to establish the value of his insights in those fields.  

Then there is the question of Rosenstock-Huessy’s influence and impact. A brief list 

of some of his correspondents is indicative of the quality of minds with which he directly 

engaged: Carl Schmitt (whom he never forgave for his Nazism), Lewis Mumford, Reinhold 

Niebuhr, Alfred North Whitehead, Paul Tillich, Jacob and Susan Taubes, Hans urs von 

Balthasar, Carl Friedrich, Karl Löwith (whom he particularly disliked), W. H. Auden (who 

wrote the Preface to his I Am an Impure Thinker), Helmuth von Moltke (whom he taught) 

and Helmuth’s widow, Freya (who would become his companion after the death of Margrit 

Huessy), Sabine Leibholz (the twin sister of Dietrich Bonhoeffer), Carl Zuckmayer and 

Hermann Rauschning.  

If Rosenstock-Huessy felt isolated after he immigrated to the United States in 1933, 

earlier as a young academic and social activist and educator in Germany he was constantly 

involved in socially innovative projects. Apart from his life as a professor – interrupted 

immediately after the First World War – he was the first editor of a factory newspaper in 

Germany for Daimler Benz workers; the first director of the adult education initiative of the 

Academy of Labour in Frankfurt; and then between 1929 and 1933 vice-chairman of the 

World Association for Adult Education. He also played a founding role in setting up student-
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worker-farmer groups in Waldenberg and Silesia, which he did later also in North America in 

ca. 1940 with the Camp William James initiative. He was also (with Karl Barth amongst 

others) one of the founders of the Patmos publishing house, and the journal Die Kreatur, 

1926–30. Both were attempts to bind together people with different faiths against what they 

saw as the more pernicious faiths and forces of modernity, which would take hold of 

Germany and which have lingered long after the defeat of National Socialism. Die Kreatur 

included articles by Walter Benjamin, Florens Christian Rang, Leo Shestov, Martin Buber, 

Franz Rosenzweig, Joseph Wittig, Hugo Bergman, Viktor von Weiszäcker, Ludwig Strauß, 

Nicolai Berdyaev and Margaret Susman. As different as all these writers were from each 

other, they, as well as contributors to the Patmos publishing house, were united by their 

daring, intellectual brilliance, and the hopes they shared in looking to rescue Germany from 

its ‘gods’ of state, nation and empire by urging the country to take greater stock of its 

genuinely spiritual heritage. In this issue, Knut Stünkel has performed an invaluable service 

by examining Rosenstock-Huessy through the prism of Patmos and Die Kreatur. 

Interestingly, as Christian Roy demonstrates, Rosenstock-Huessy’s thought also had 

an impact on another brilliant, and largely forgotten, group of thinkers in France, the 

‘Personalists’ and the ‘Ordre Nouveau’. Roy’s essay is a remarkable contribution to this 

unduly neglected current of French intellectual history.  

The one place where Rosenstock-Huessy’s name should be impossible to avoid is in 

the scholarship surrounding his student, close friend, and correspondent, Franz Rosenzweig. 

Many years ago Harold Stahmer brought together Rosenzweig’s many avowals of his deep 

debt to Rosenstock-Huessy, which seems to have had little impact (Stahmer in Cristaudo and 

Huessy 2009: 105–138). But now, after the release of the ‘Gritli Letters’ (the complete 

collection of 1200 letters can be found at http://argobooks.org/gritli/index.html), which 

reveal the vital role of the love between Rosenstock-Huessy’s wife, Margrit (Gritli), and 

Rosenzweig in the composition of The Star of Redemption, no one can authoritatively treat 

Rosenzweig if he or she does not take account of what Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy and 

Margrit Huessy meant to him. Unfortunately, outside of the small circle of Rosenstock-

Huessy scholarship, the picture of Rosenstock-Huessy that has emerged in Rosenzweig 

studies is neither fair nor flattering, let alone accurate. Rosenstock-Huessy’s grandson, Ray 

Huessy, has used this opportunity to help set the record straight by presenting heretofore 

unpublished letters.   

In the English-speaking world, at least, if Rosenstock-Huessy is known at all it is 

mainly through the letters he exchanged with Rosenzweig in 1916. It was a heated and 

http://argobooks.org/gritli/index.html
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forthright exchange, initiated by Rosenzweig, determined not to let the converted Christian 

Rosenstock simply ignore his decision to ‘remain a Jew’. In 1913 Rosenzweig had been on 

the verge of following his cousins, Hans and Rudolf Ehrenberg, and Rosenstock into the 

Christian faith. At the centre of the 1916 correspondence was the meaning of the Jewish and 

Christian(ized) peoples. Their letters have, unfortunately, usually been considered in the 

world of Rosenzweig scholarship in a very limited, and anachronistic way, and not 

recognized as part of a far larger ‘brief’, termed by Rosenzweig the ‘new thinking’. The ‘new 

thinking’ was and was intended to be dialogical and tensional. It broke with the subject/object 

divide and with any notion of truth in which the central concern was to bring different 

perspectives into an irrefutable concordance. 

In the 1916 correspondence Rosenzweig wrote:  

Whereas I have an inclination (I often fear it myself, like Penelope) 

to shove the whole of history between myself and the problem, and 

so think with the heads of all the participants in the discussion. 

Otherwise I should not believe myself (though strangely enough I 

believe other people when they think directly). Hence, the dialogue 

method that so annoys you. . .  

 

I believe that there are in the life of each living thing moments, or perhaps 

only one moment, when it speaks the truth. It may well be, then, that we 

need say nothing at all about a living thing, but need do no more than 

watch for the moment when this living thing expresses itself. The dialogue 

which these monologues form between one another I consider to be the 

whole truth. That they make a dialogue with one another is the great secret 

of the world, the revealing and revealed secret, yes, the meaning of 

revelation? (Rosenstock-Huessy 2011: 146–148)  

 

Rosenstock-Huessy would later clarify that Rosenzweig misunderstood his ‘annoyance 

with dialectic’ for an ‘annoyance with the dialogue method’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 2011: 

147, n. 174).  So much was he in agreement with Rosenzweig’s insistence upon dialogue, 

and the inescapable importance of perspective and heritage, that part of the letter just 

cited formed the epigraph for his Die europäischen Revolutionen and der Charakter der 

Nationen (The European Revolutions and the Character of Nations  1931; 1951).  

The greatest systematic fruits of their new thinking were Rosenzweig’s Star of 

Redemption and Rosenstock-Huessy’s unwieldy multivolume magnum opus Soziologie 

(1956–58), more recently published as Im Kreuz der Wirklichkeit (In The Cross of 

Reality), although Rosenstock-Huessy’s two studies of revolutions as well as his Die 

Sprache des Menschengeschlechts (1963–64) can also lay claim to inclusion. 

Rosenzweig’s and Rosenstock-Huessy’s books are essentially about ‘peoples’ – how 
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they make and are made by their past, present and future, by what they hold sacred and 

by the commands of their God(s). In this respect, it can be easily overlooked that this 

pair – though deeply committed respectively to synagogue and Church – are as much 

the ‘children’ of Nietzsche’s perspectivism and the ‘will to power’ of peoples  as they 

are of their faiths. They are also guided by Goethe’s insistence that truth is known in its 

doing and by its fruits. For Goethe, truth was discovered in action rather than by any 

kind of coherence between ‘idea’ and thing, or by some internal logical consistency. 

Social energy and biorhythms add another Goethean and Nietzschean dimension that is 

fundamental to Rosenstock-Huessy and Franz Rosenzweig (although it is invariably 

overlooked in most scholarship on Rosenzweig), as well as to other new thinkers  such 

as Rudolf Ehrenberg and Viktor von Weiszäcker. 

If we have tarried on Rosenstock-Huessy’s involvement in the same ‘project’ as 

Rosenzweig – something, he himself insisted, one had to do for both men if one wanted 

to grasp them (Cristaudo 2012) – it is to bring out that Rosenstock-Huessy is a thinker 

for whom responsiveness and dialogue, institutionalisation and circulation, triumph and 

struggle, war and revolution and perhaps, most importantly of all, speech and 

incarnation are the real fields of social inquiry. For Rosenstock-Huessy it is incarnation 

that binds all these other elements, the word that becomes ‘flesh’. In this respect, the 

weight he (and Rosenzweig) gives to grammar goes far beyond Nietzsche. 

Needless to say, Rosenstock-Huessy is not as famous as Rosenzweig, let alone 

Nietzsche, but he certainly had an impact, if small, on the philosophy of language, 

social history and pedagogy in Germany. In the field of reform pedagogy Hartmut von 

Hentig showed some interest in Rosenstock-Huessy’s ideas, while Jürgen Habermas and 

Peter Sloterdijk are among the group of philosophers who have not ignored him entirely 

(Kulessa 2008). Sloterdijk, for instance, on several occasions promoted Rosenstock-

Huessy’s theory of language and his study of revolutions (Sloterdijk 2005). The same 

can be said about Heinrich August Winkler and Hans-Ulrich Wehler, who in a 

festschrift dedicated to the publisher Wolfgang Beck, when asked to select a single 

book that changed the authors’ lives, both chose independently Rosenstock-Huessy’s 

(which in English is) The European Revolutions: the Character of Peoples and State 

Formation.  

Although after World War II Rosenstock-Huessy was invited by several German 

universities to give lectures as a visiting professor, and he was awarded academic 

honours and the Order of Merit of the Federal Republic of Germany, he did not really 
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make peace with German academia. In Germany, he attracted critical scholars and 

students like Winkler and Wehler, who would become two of the most influential post-

World War II German historians. Both drew upon Rosenstock-Huessy’s theory of 

revolutions and national identities in their research. Wehler, who was an assistant to 

Rosenstock-Huessy during his stay in Cologne in the 1950s, became a close friend. 

While Wehler indicated that Max Weber’s modernization theory was the most important 

theoretical inspiration for his own research, he was deeply appreciative of Rosenstock -

Huessy’s ability to weave together vastly different kinds of sources to create a full 

picture of the history of European nations and mentalities. Winkler, like Harold Berman 

in the United States, applied and developed Rosenstock-Huessy’s theory of revolutions 

in his books on German and Western history (Berman 1983, 2003; Winkler 2001), and 

he considered Rosenstock-Huessy’s lectures in Münster in 1957 to have been amongst 

his ‘strongest impressions’ as a student (Klautke in Berg and Glassert 2004: 107–108). 

Hans Heinrich Nolte did the same in his works on world history, and Reinhart 

Koselleck used the example of Rosenstock-Huessy’s discussion of the conceptual 

change of ‘Revolution’ for his history of concepts and crises (Nolte 2012: 462 (55); 

Koselleck 1997: 221, n. 97; Koselleck 1984: 717, 788). Koselleck is also a good 

example of the link between Carl Schmitt’s and Rosenstock-Huessy’s thought on the 

development of concepts as representations of politics in history. Thus, it can be said 

that in social history Rosenstock-Huessy was not marginalized in Germany, although he 

was mostly viewed and discussed as an outsider (Faulenbach 1983; Leutzsch 2014).  

In the United States his impact was limited to some of his students, most notably 

Harold Berman, a specialist in Soviet law who moved into the field of the history of 

European law, and the historian Page Smith. Rosenstock-Huessy’s German historical 

works were not translated into English and by the time he came to the United States he 

was no longer a practicing historian in any conventional sense. Despite his enormous 

effort to write Out of Revolution (1938) specifically for Americans, this great book did 

not fit any prescribed academic mould, beginning with his decision to present the story 

in reverse chronological order. His works in English would most likely have been 

mostly forgotten had it not been for his student Clint Gardner, who with the help of 

Freya von Moltke, founded Argo, a small publishing house devoted exclusively to 

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy.  

Not surprisingly, Rosenstock-Huessy constantly complained about his fall into 

relative oblivion after his immigration, although he was the first to note how in matters 
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of influence so much depended upon timing. What he had to say was not in synchrony 

with the prevailing intellectual tone in the United States, but he believed his time would 

come. Circumstances also contributed. Dartmouth College was a small institution, 

geographically remote from major intellectual centres, and without graduate students 

with whom he could conduct seminars that would disseminate his ideas. In this respect 

he was truly a Vox Clamantis in Deserto, which was, as it happens, the motto of 

Dartmouth College.  

After his arrival in the United States, Rosenstock-Huessy switched from teaching law 

to history and then to social philosophy – but he did not believe in philosophy as a 

master narrative, and he almost never engaged at any length with contemporary 

philosophers. Similarly, he saw religion as the most important key to understanding 

how we got to the world we now inhabit, whilst judging theology to be too ‘abstract’ to 

really penetrate the viscera of faith. And while his ideas were always framed in the 

context of a universal history, in Im Kreuz der Wirklichkeit (In the Cross of Reality) he 

‘outed’ himself as a sociologist (though he was just as un-inclined to cite sociologists as 

he had been to cite philosophers and historians). His sympathy for Sociology as a 

method was nicely summed up when he wrote:  

 

Sociology goes on to differentiate the real (authentic) from the unreal 

(inauthentic) human being. As soon as it applies this measure, it will 

discover that authentic man can never pursue just one path in a single 

direction. The first conquest of the Matterhorn ended in catastrophe; but 

this occurred on the descent. The way back is part of the way forward, and 

vice versa. So any path traversed just once in one direction cannot be real 

or authentic for sociology. Sociology is concerned with well-worn paths; 

they are ways that have been trodden more than once. (Rosenstock-Huessy 

2009: 1, 17–18) 

 

 

That human paths have been largely formed by faiths is central to Rosenstock-

Huessy’s work, and it was also why so many of his more secular contemporaries did not 

know what to do with a thinker (apart from hoping he would disappear into theology) 

who spoke of God and the gods, of the Church and of the faiths that are intrinsic to our 

historicity and social and political institutions.  

Today theo-politics has fast become a field in its own right. The earlier creeds of 

positivism and behaviourism, or Marxism promoted as a ‘science’ as opposed to what 

Walter Benjamin and Rosenstock-Huessy both recognized was essentially a messianic 
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narrative, have long since gone. Benjamin, it should be noted, deeply admired 

Rosenzweig, but Rosenstock-Huessy he seems to have rejected as an apostate 

(Cristaudo 2012: f.n. 6, 468). Although there had always been social thinkers deeply 

aware of religion, the cracks in the social sciences that facilitated a wider recovery of 

the importance of theology in social theory owed no small debt to Jacques Derrida and 

his revisiting and reappropriation of Levinas. Hence, it is difficult now to think of a 

social theorist of any stature who does not take religion seriously. One only has to look 

at the journey of Habermas to realize how far social philosophy and theory has, 

unintentionally, moved in the direction of the ‘new thinking’ of Rosenstock-Huessy and 

Rosenzweig. 

 But we do not wish to give the impression that Rosenstock-Huessy would fit 

neatly into a group (who of course all argue violently with each other) consisting of, for 

example, Žižek, Badiou, Agamben, Derrida, Lyotard, Deleuze, Foucault – or notably 

Jacob Taubes. We single out Taubes because of all those mentioned he is, probably, the 

only one who really engaged with Rosenstock-Huessy’s work. For a year, in 1953, he 

and Rosenstock-Huessy had an intense and lengthy correspondence (presently being 

translated and edited by Engelhard Weigl and Wayne Cristaudo) in which he showers 

Rosenstock-Huessy with accolades, e.g.: ‘Heidegger harvests the fruits of the labour that 

you and Franz Rosenzweig undertook’ (8.6.1953); ‘those of us who belong to the 1923 

generation, know what a deep debt we owe to you’ (23.8.1953);  ‘you posed the important 

question concerning the theme of society better than all the dwarves and idiots of the 

different social sciences’ (n.d.) and  ‘Nobody I know knows so much about law and language, 

nobody knows of the secret vehicle of power, which enters into the most sublime appearances, 

none could so vividly report the places where power, law, language, and love are intermixed’ 

(13 December 1953). The last example is followed by a suggestion by Taubes that they work 

jointly on a ‘critique of violence’ that could be placed on ‘today’s agenda’. That Rosenstock-

Huessy would not know where to start with such an ‘idealist’ enterprise is, in part, indicative 

of the deep divide between Rosenstock-Huessy and the 68 generation, and their mentors such 

as Adorno and Marcuse, who believed they could help realize a society free from war and the 

social conditions which facilitate it.  

For the 68 generation the link between fascism and violence was perceived to run 

very deep, and the desire to exorcize fascistic vestiges and the associated or implicit violence 

that our social institutions perpetuated was a central goal. For Rosenstock-Huessy, on the 

other hand, violence was not a corrupt seed within an institutional founding – as if equality 
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were the more natural and preferable founding (something implied by the 68 generation’s 

preoccupation with equal power relations and its highly selective political reading of history). 

Nor was it a matter of ‘choice’ of behaviours (something also implied by the 68ers belief that 

our institutions could be relatively easily and swiftly transformed into more egalitarian 

structures). For Rosenstock-Huessy, violence may be something we need to tame, but we can 

only adequately do it via the momentum of some kind of providential history 

(Heilsgeschichte). This, he argues, is precisely what was intrinsic in the evolution of Europe: 

its violence, its horrors gave rise to even more violent and more bloody horrors – wars and 

revolutions on increasingly expansive scales that ultimately brought about peaceful and more 

just institutions. The second millennium of European history, with its sequence of revolutions 

aiming at world transformation, has now drawn the world into the same ‘providential logic’, 

or if that sounds too Hegelian, let us just say into one universal history, with its global 

technologies, administrative, commercial, legal and political systems (such as the nation 

state). In spite of the blood spent, or maybe because of that sacrifice, there has been an 

expansion of basic improvements and freedoms for many people on the planet, although these 

improvements – such as the abolition of slavery, the privileges of real citizenship, the rule of 

law, humanitarian standards, public education and social welfare – are not distributed evenly, 

especially outside of the West, where turbulence and bloody conflicts remain. Indeed, 

Western ‘exports’, such as the systems mentioned above, frequently have exacerbated the 

problems. And even within the West, the relentless and disintegrative mechanisms of 

modernity continue to threaten the prospect of a ‘Great Society’.  

To say that universal history has not been fashionable with a generation for whom 

‘rupture’, ‘difference’, ‘identity’ and such like have served largely as talismans against 

totalization would be an understatement. And yet, Rosenstock-Huessy was, as the above 

citation from Rosenzweig implies, deeply sensitive to the different ‘trajects’ of different 

peoples. So much so that it is no overstatement to say that the primary problem he saw 

confronting ‘us’ is how to prejectively gather the energies of the vastly different and 

contradictory trajectives so that we not only survive but can share a future worth having for 

all.  

In an age in which human time has become largely irrelevant to the work place, and in 

which it has had little relevance for the kinds of ethical and political narratives that have so 

shaped the drastic transformations of ‘power relations’ and moral priorities, Rosenstock-

Huessy’s sensitivity to protracted periods of time, the tapering tentacles and living social 

tissues of temporalities and the subconscious depth of our historicity make him a hard person 
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to absorb into any more immediate political agenda. Anyone who takes the weight of time 

seriously cannot help but concede a truth to the conservative, and Andreas Leutzsch has 

argued that Rosenstock-Huessy is a conservative thinker, although not in any contemporary 

political sense. For Rosenstock-Huessy is also a revolutionary thinker, as he indicates in the 

second chapter, ‘Arcana Revolutionis: To the Revolutionaries’, of Out of Revolution, where 

he says that he allies himself both with the ‘conservative revolutionary’ and the 

‘revolutionary conservative’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 24). Whether to be a conservative or 

a revolutionary at any given moment is a matter of the urgency of the times.   

For Rosenstock-Huessy, we are never able to escape completely the hopes and fears 

and decisions of the past that are embedded and incubate in our language and institutions, and 

the pressures of the times which force us to find exigencies toward future. It is also to say that 

he realizes the revolutionary and the conservative are just caught up in different times, and 

the one may readily transition to the other as what was once fought for is now held onto and 

what was once held onto is now seen as part of the bricolage of hell. Historical time must 

always be factored in, in defiance of idealism, precisely because what is loveable at one 

moment may be hateful at the next. Indeed when Rosenstock-Huessy writes his powerful 

opening to the Preface of Out of Revolution, ‘our passions give life to the world. Our 

collective passions constitute the history of mankind’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 3), he is 

anticipating the formulation that will be so decisive in his studies of wars and revolutions and 

people-making: ‘the great question for mankind is what is to be loved or hated next, 

whenever an old love or fear has lost its hold’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 4).  

Along with theo-politics, ‘love’, that all-important animating power of Jews and 

Christians, and subsequently for so much of Western history, has also made something of a 

return to social theory. The question of whether we are making a world lovable enough to 

affirm is a serious one. Ultimately, Rosenstock-Huessy forces us to consider this question by 

exploring the history of the ancients and ‘Western man’ as attempts to replace hateful 

practices and institutions with ones more worthy of the sacrifice and devotion that are 

essential for social survival and human fecundity.  

Space limitations in this special issue do not permit us to undertake anywhere near a 

full exploration of the many sides of Rosenstock-Huessy. These sides extend not only to the 

different fields and disciplines mentioned above, but also to his writings on medieval history 

and law (he was a Professor of Law before leaving Germany in 1933), industrial law, church 

history, Egyptology, adult education, and the problems of the work place under capitalism 

(for a complete bibliography, see Van der Molen 1997).  One major element of Rosenstock-
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Huessy’s intellectual biography that receives no attention in this collection of essays was his 

powerful classroom teaching at Dartmouth College from 1935 until his retirement in 1957, 

and then for a few years after that, his teaching as a visiting lecturer at universities in 

California. For a thinker who made incarnation the centre of his life’s work, the impact of 

Rosenstock-Huesy in helping shape the lives of his students should not go unmentioned. The 

following is written by Norman Fiering, a student of Rosenstock-Huessy’s at Dartmouth in 

the 1950s. 

 

A note on Rosenstock-Huessy as a classroom teacher  

 

The students before him at Dartmouth on any given day, several days a week, numbered 

between fifty and one hundred and were all males about twenty years old. The lectures, 

typically lasting some 75 minutes including a short break, were entirely original and 

spontaneous creations, neither obvious rehashing of what was already available in his 

publications nor composite recitations on the work of other historians, philosophers, 

sociologists, theologians, anthropologists, psychologists or linguists, the disciplines that 

mostly constituted the lectures in various degrees. The lectures were delivered without notes 

of any kind, except perhaps for a single tiny card with some reminders to himself. 

Disappointed by his failure to be received in the United States as a public thinker of the 

highest order, Rosenstock-Huessy seems to have found in the college classroom a new, 

private mission, as educator. What he taught, he said, was not for the benefit of his immediate 

audience directly but for the benefit of society as a whole, and he taught what he believed his 

listeners would need not at that moment but when they were in commanding roles in society 

thirty or more years later, in their fifties or sixties.  

The style of his presentation was typically fervent, earnest, morally serious, although 

not without some jesting with the students from time to time. At moments he seemed to be 

gripped by the spirit and spoke with tremendous force. Whatever the students before him may 

have thought of the content, there could be no doubt that Rosenstock-Huessy was fully 

engaged in what he was preaching or teaching. Dry, monotonic, detached academic lecturing 

lacking in emphasis, he said, left the field open to the demagogues for swaying young minds.  

The body of thought captured in these lectures is fortunately not lost to us because 

beginning in the late 1940s a succession of students, beginning with C. Russell Keep who 

launched the practice, recorded many of them. Over 400 hours of Rosenstock-Huessy 

lecturing has been preserved, and, some years ago, Frances and Mark Huessy undertook the 
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huge labour of transcribing all of them. The titles of these college courses taught by 

Rosenstock-Huessy make clear immediately their importance in relation to the total body of 

his work. For example, there is available in audio almost forty hours of his course on Greek 

philosophy presented in 1956. Although he discussed the Greeks in his writing, sometimes at 

length, obviously there are differences in style and content between oral and written 

presentations, and content is also shaped by the speaker’s perceived audience. In his 

Soziologie, for example, Rosenstock-Huessy was addressing a learned audience; at 

Dartmouth he was talking to young men with hardly any background in historical scholarship 

or philosophy. He adjusted to this pedagogical demand masterfully by proceeding slowly, 

simplifying as necessary, looking for familiar analogies, and cutting back to the essentials, 

with the result that sometimes in his lectures he enunciated core truths better than can be 

found any place else in his work. As distinguished from his published essays and books, his 

lectures made much use of the direct address of the second person: ‘You do not know this, 

gentlemen’. ‘No one else will tell you this, gentlemen’. Moreover, he digressed freely to a 

degree that no editor of a printed work would have accepted. So the lectures are rife with 

interesting, often brilliant, obiter dicta. With regard to the Greeks in particular, so venerated 

in the West, he felt their influence had to be contained in favour of the deeper truths of 

Christianity. Know thy enemy, which for Rosenstock-Huessy, was often the Greek mind. 

His course on American social history, forty hours of lectures, presented in 1959, is 

another topic not replicated fully in any of his printed works. As was characteristic of the 

man, his idea of social history was not what is usually taught, and who and what he singled 

out from American history to feature in these sessions were not the most obvious subjects. 

Yet it can be taken for granted that however new the territory was to his creative mind, he 

will be penetrating. His lectures spilled over with insights, ready for someone else to develop. 

 Most important are his lectures on universal history, a topic that is addressed in 

various of his published works but nowhere else with as much variation, since he taught this 

course on several occasions over a period of years both at Dartmouth and in California, each 

time differently. Here, too, given that in any semester or even a full academic year the actual 

hours of student contact are relatively few, much detail that might be found in his 

publications had to be scrapped in favour of essentials only. The sweep of his teaching of 

universal history from tribal culture to the task of the third millennium, illustrating his vast 

learning, was staggering, but most impressive was his effort to frame a narrative for all 

humankind that told an essentially providential story, yet without even a hint of 

transcendence. Even the simple fact that the calendar everywhere on earth today records this 
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present year as 2015, putting the advent of Christianity at the centre of human time, by 

Rosenstock-Huessy’s reckoning has to do neither with divinity nor with imperialism or mere 

accidents, but with the promise of the future inherent in Judaism and Christianity. To put it 

simply, the human spirit (our euphemism for the holy spirit, according to Rosenstock-

Huessy), the gift of speech, which reverberates through millennia, and the embodied word of 

those willing to sacrifice even life for a better future, is the driving power. For Rosenstock-

Huessy, the truth of Christianity’s centrality, backed by the revelation of the Hebrew Bible, is 

inescapable even if, in our secular abstinence, we try to avoid ‘B.C.’ and ‘A.D.’ by referring 

instead to ‘C.E.’.  That we live indeed in a common era is exactly Rosenstock-Huessy’s point 

in his universal history.  

Universal history, which gives man direction and orientation and the faith that we will 

one day create a great, peaceful planetary society, is wholly antithetical, it must be noted, to 

today’s popular academic courses on  ‘world history’ and ‘global history’, which lack a 

coherent, inspiring narrative and are trapped in relativism. It is not uncommon these days to 

hear world leaders pronounce unthinkingly on the importance of being on ‘the right side of 

history’, but the phrase in fact has no meaning without an implicit reference to the universal 

history of mankind. 

Several other of Rosenstock-Huessy’s college courses of great originality could be 

mentioned, particularly The Circulation of Thought, a mixture of psychology, 

phenomenology and sociology that is not easily categorized. It deals partly with the stages of 

mental development in the individual over time, with much attention paid to listening, 

playing, doubting and protesting; partly with the circulation of thought in society, including 

education at all levels; and finally the transmission of thought historically, in particular the 

process by which a singular, individual insight of benefit to mankind over time becomes 

diluted into a commonplace that everyone knows or thinks they know.  

What is perhaps most relevant to note here is that virtually none of this material has 

been subjected to critical scrutiny by the learned. In Rosenstock-Huessy’s case, it cannot be 

assumed that the best he has to say in classroom lectures is already in his books and articles 

and can thus be ignored. The fertility of Rosenstock-Huessy’s mind was such that his 

brilliance and perspicacity appears everywhere freshly. That these classroom lectures were 

never written out or formally prepared, but were extemporaneous addresses, makes the 

surprises in them all the more to be expected. Relevant thoughts and new ideas welled up as 

he spoke. Of course, the listener must be prepared, too, for the negative side of this virtue: 

dozens of untested, dubious assertions, parable-like anecdotes, digressions relating to 
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contemporary affairs, exaggeration, diatribes against the idiocy of the provincial young men 

he was teaching along with exhortation and advice, and simple, unguarded prejudices spoken 

in the intimacy of the setting. Nevertheless, one thing may be said for certain: the full 

measure of the greatness of Rosenstock-Huessy cannot be calculated without careful attention 

to these startling recordings and the accompanying 7,000 pages of transcriptions, and that 

will be a long and slow process of recovery.
1
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Gaining Times to Outrun Modernity: Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’s Full Count of 

the Times as a  Response to the Modern Condition  

 

  

Introduction 

In  2008/2009, what had previously appeared in 1956/58 as a two volume work entitled  (here 

rendered in English)  Sociology: Volume 1: The Hegemony of Spaces, and Volume 2: The Full 

Count of the Times was published in a new edition as a three volume work entitled  Im Kreuz 

der Wirklichkeit: Eine nach-goethische Soziologie (In the Cross of Reality: A Post-Goethean 

Sociology) (Rosenstock-Huessy, 2008-9), volumes 2 and 3 being The Full Count of the 

Times Parts 1 and 2.1  The Sociology was not only the culmination of Rosenstock-

Huessy’s work, it was its systematic expression. Rosenstock-Huessy was seventy when 

it was completed, and this was some thirty years after a preliminary version had 

appeared (translated into English) as The Forces of Community (1925). 

When the Sociology was first published there were a few reviews (Rosenstock-Huessy, 

2008-9: 3, 813-814), but Rosenstock-Huessy was largely seen as belonging to the World 

War One generation, and thus no longer of relevance in  post-Hitler Germany. The only 

serious sustained scholarly analysis of the Sociology that appeared after its immediate 

publication was Georg Müller’s excellent ‘From the Star of Star of Redemption to the 

Cross of Reality’ (Cristaudo and Huessy: 2009, 49-71).  Since then there have been 

hardly any attempts to clarify the nature of the Sociology. The notable exception is 

Christoph Richter’s Im Kreuz der Wirchlichkeit: Die Soziologie der Räume und Zeiten von 

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy, a published Master’s thesis which is essentially a gloss of the 

work. One might also add that the extensive annotations   provided by Gormann-Thelen, 

Mauntner, and van der Molen  to Im Kreuz is also an invaluable resource for helping 

interpreting the work. Apart from this special edition of Culture, Theory and Critique, 

three collections of essays have appeared in the last five years devoted to Rosenstock-

Huessy, two of which are in the comparative context of his relationship to Rosenzweig, 

                                                        
1 Presently a group, whose chief translator is Jurgen Lawrenz, has been granted permission by the 
Rosenstock-Huessy Heirs to translate the 1961 edition of Soziologie. I will cite Jurgen Lawrenz’s 
unpublished translation but provide pagination to the 2008/9 edition.  
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(Cristaudo and Huessy, 2009; Wiedebach, 2010; Stünkel, 2012); with two more in the 

pipe-line, one based on papers presented at the Simon Dubnow Institute in Leipzig in 

2013, another from a conference in Waterloo organized by Darrol Byrant in June 2014. 

This essay contributes to the growing scholarship on Rosenstock-Huessy by clarifying 

how the relationship between his critique of modernity  and that of gaining times is 

central to his ‘system’ of the cross of reality. 

Gaining Times 

According to Rosenstock-Huessy if we are not only to survive modernity but to transform it 

and thus ourselves so that our creaturely existence is based upon convivial and creative 

relations with each other, then we must be able to distinguish between those powers of 

spiritual growth and survival that have been founded, socially stored, and institutionally 

transmitted by generations over time and those that deplete, alienate, and isolate us and leave 

us spiritually dead. Modernity, for Rosenstock-Huessy, is a process of social bewitchment - 

for while modernity integrates and coordinates a vast array of powers enabling material 

growth,  its great extractive capacities, and their underpinning technologies and techniques - 

productive, distributive and administrative - lead to our  play and work spaces becoming 

increasingly dependent upon the reductive mechanized rhythms and laws of forces in motion. 

That is, modernity’s mechanical mastery over things in space has led to a situation in which  

our ability to tap into the ‘dead forces’ (i.e. natural ‘resources’) and to employ the 

technologies that sustain and facilitate modern urban existence, threaten to engulf us. This 

was why he called the first volume of his ‘sociological’ ‘system’ The Hegemony of Spaces. 

As Rosenstock-Huessy stipulates in the sub-title of his The Christian Future, our survival 

depends upon our being able to ‘outrun the modern mind.’  Or as he also says repeatedly 

throughout The Full Count of the Times:  human beings survive and enter into new futures  

by ‘winning,’ ‘saving’ or ‘gaining time:’ For the body of the species of humanity, as opposed 

to other species, is woven out of speech and time. Speech is the great time gaining device. By 

gaining time, Rosenstock-Huessy literally means transferring truths and powers gained at one 

time and passing them across generations. When a particular stock of energies dissipates or a 

truth or reality breaks down - that is, completely loses all ‘spirit’, all fecundity  -  then a 

group either perishes or founds new times.  

Founders open up times and pathways of heretofore undreamt of possibilities, enabling 

human beings to gather into new forms of social interactions, and thereby command and call 
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upon each other’s specific connections to reality, in their life role or station. Thus new social 

forms enable the discovery of new capacities and energies, potentialities that have their own 

genesis, expanse, and rhythms; their social pooling and inter-generational transmission is part 

of each community’s speaking, creaturely character and uniqueness. So also are the names 

and named offices that signify the tasks and roles, institutions, authorities, and events (defeats 

and triumphs), plus what Rosenstock-Huessy calls ‘the play spaces’ (those oases of daily 

peace and regularity) of a community.  Founders emerge out of breakdowns: their unique or 

contingent, yet historically fateful, response to the crisis of a time is sufficiently awe inspiring 

to form legatees and devotees who all participate in making the new times. This is 

conspicuous in the various institutions and social and political offices that express a 

community’s character and enable its perpetuity. Political offices thus express a ‘body of 

time.’  

Throughout his enormous corpus, Rosenstock-Huessy is constantly on the look-out for the 

specific discoveries of human potential that have emerged out of the different successful 

responses - the escape routes, and elements of survival opening new existential possibilities -  

to social catastrophes. More, he is interested in those potencies that offer the human race its 

best ability to ‘gain time.’ Much of his writing draws the reader into understanding, and thus 

harkening, to those tried and true potencies of time-saving that now face their biggest 

challenge from the forces of modernity. These forces of modernity were themselves initially 

responses to catastrophic break-downs, in particular the religious wars of the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. The Thirty Years War gave birth to (a) the great metaphysical pioneer 

of modernity, Descartes, who imagined all of reality, except our cognitive functions, being 

dissolved into space,  and (b) the modern nation state, i.e. the social form that would become 

the root of the First World War.  

Rosenstock-Huessy’s analysis of different time-bodies, then, is dictated by two interrelated 

problems: a) the crisis we now face and b) the potencies that  we have inherited, but which 

are now under threat. 

It is important to pause  momentarily upon Rosenstock-Huessy’s method and his approach 

so that we can better understand the power and importance of a work that is little known, and 

which confronts readers with such an enormous range and amount of information  and ‘ideas’ 

that its raison d’etre can easily be missed. First, The Full Count of the Times is based on the 

dialectical responsiveness of different forms of social life such as that between the sheer ‘All’ 
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of existence and the tribe, empire and tribe, Israelite and Greeks and empires. The same 

dialectical approach, which he compares to Marx’s dialectic, is applied to nations in Out of 

Revolution). (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/2009: 3, 159).   

The large scale of  Full Count’s ‘time-frame’ contributes to the ‘overwhelming’ nature of the 

book. Further, its plethora of original and contentious conjectures and speculations - 

presented largely without any stock-in-trade academic referencing - take little account of 

particular professional disciplinary consensuses, which he sometimes refers to, though 

usually only to express his dismay at their idiocy! Being indifferent to academic 

compartmentalizations, he frequently sees patterns in elements from an array of the human 

sciences that simply escape the attention of specialists. His work is as much historical as 

sociological, as much anthropological as theological, as much philosophical as linguistic, as 

much political science as legal studies. That he could lay to claim being a specialist in legal 

theory, Church History, the study of revolutions, Medieval History,  Egyptology – to name 

but some - is evident from his two doctorates and the large number of monographs he 

published. In sum, he proceeds at a level far beyond the sphere of competency of most 

academic specialists and the general reader. Thus the reader has the choice between 

abandoning the work because it defies specialization, or provisionally accepting the array of 

insights which Rosenstock-Huessy weaves into three dominant ‘pictures’ of the journey. The 

first is antiquity and its four distinct social formations of: tribes; empires (most specifically 

Egypt); geniuses and public (Greeks); and prophets (the Israelites). Second,  the Church. And 

finally, the European ‘total’ Revolutions.  If this is Christian and providential view of history, 

it also points forward to what he calls ‘a metanomic society,’ a society in which divergent 

peoples pool the best of their heritages,  and yet retain their distinct forms of life. It is a 

society in which the different members stand in relationship to each other in fecund 

tensionality ( cf. Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 707 and Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 3, 514).  

Although the term metanomic society is not widely used, the point of view it represents has 

become increasingly so. This does not owe anything to Rosenstock-Huessy, but it has 

emerged as a relatively common response, particularly in the West, to a shared reality in 

which the crises of modernity and the challenges to modernity posed by different traditions 

are ever more conspicuous. Peoples who have been occupying different time-bodies seek to 

survive spiritually and socially as they adapt to their ‘new’ social, economic, and political 

circumstances.   
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Jesus as ‘the Hinge’ of the Times of Antiquity 

Rosenstock-Huessy’s starting point are facts. The first is the fact of the World Wars and their 

role in drawing all peoples into a world forced to respond to the explosive ‘marriage of war 

and revolution’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1920). This marriage had everything to do with 

revolutions born out of crises and catastrophes and the creative responses to them. The 

revolutions that ensconced and fused messianic aspirations, nationalism, and a revolutionary 

commitment to unprecedented social, economic, and political programmes and formations all 

originally emerged on the soil of European ‘nations.’ For Rosenstock-Huessy, the World 

Wars of the twentieth century constituted a single Civil War. The overwhelming majority of 

non-European nations could not escape from the enormity of the revolutionary potencies that 

had emerged, circulated, and intensified throughout the second millennium of European 

history. These potencies exploded out of Europe in such contradictory forms as liberalism, 

nationalism, and communism, along with a stock of institutional practices, sentiments and 

habits that Europeans killed and died for such as the right to a fair trial, freedom of 

conscience, the separation of Church and State, the right to choose one’s profession, freedom 

of assembly, the right to own property, the inviolable rights of the individual, the state’s 

provisional social welfare and such like.
2
  

For Rosenstock-Huessy it is an indisputable historical fact that the Church played a decisive 

role in fostering a particular set of capacities, sentiments, and social aspirations which were 

the mainstay of the Christian nations that provided the social conditions and vocabulary. 

Without the Church’s cultivation of human aspirations and institutions, the great 

revolutionary events of the last millennium and their fruits, which we still ‘feast’ upon today, 

would never have taken place. Of all the Church’s achievements, Rosenstock-Huessy 

indicates that its greatest was its ingestion and cooperative engagement of so many of the 

creative powers of the time-bodies of antiquity. Rosenstock-Huessy’s method in this respect 

is very Nietzschean in that he is not presenting a picture of any morally pure institution, but 

of a great temporal ‘producer’, storehouse and distributor of powers, which he identifies. One 

of the most innovative dimensions  of the Full Count is his reading of Jesus’s salvational 

task, which, for him, is above all historical salvation (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 154-

155), in contrast to the salvation of the individual soul. In one undergraduate lecture 

                                                        
2 Rosenstock-Huessy particularly dwells upon the Russian, French, German [Reformation], English, Italian 

[Renaissance], and Papal [the Investiture Conflict] revolutions (Rosenstock-Huessy 1987, and Rosenstock-

Huessy 1993). He explores the novel  social, economic, and political ‘creations’ that came out of each revolt.   
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Rosenstock-Huessy erupts: ‘Man is not immortal in the… ridiculous sense of the Greeks, that 

man just didn't die, and the mind went on forever…. This immortality doesn't exist’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 2013: reel 17, item 142, 6.) For Rosenstock-Huessy rendering  

Christianity in such terms as individual immortality is to confuse it with Platonism (which is 

what Nietzsche did). For Rosenstock-Huessy, the greatness of Jesus lies in redeeming all who 

come after him. He does this as a founder of a new time-gaining body - the Church. This new 

body and its fruits, not ‘legends,’ show Jesus as a true miracle worker. Legends, like myth, 

for Rosenstock-Huessy have their role and place. As means for creating frenzy and passion 

they are indispensable modes of revealing the truth that ever preoccupied Rosenstock-

Huessy: living life in the full fecundity that comes from loving God and loving each other  

(Rosenstock-Huessy 2013: item 635, reel 16).  

That we now are all each other’s neighbor and thus we share a universal history (even if for 

many peoples that universalism is very recent) is truly a providential and miraculous 

occurrence. Many, again more noticeable in the West, also share the faith that our obligations 

and loyalties to each other should transcend tribe, empire, nation, and the like. This sentiment 

is not peculiar to those of Christian faith. Yet it was the Christian faith that universalized the 

commandment to love God and the neighbor. Likewise, it was Christianity that made the 

voice of the victim take priority over all other loyalties. By so doing, it not only called for a 

new type of human solidarity, but sowed the seeds for actualizing that solidarity. While it has 

become quite fashionable for social theorists to speak of Paul (Taubes, Agamben, Badiou, 

Žižek), Jesus still tends to remain too ‘mythic’ a character for the academic mind, outside of 

pure theology – which only adds to the prejudice in other areas. Rosenstock-Huessy had no 

respect for prejudice guised as good academic manners. Thus his focus is primarily on Jesus, 

the founder who makes his life the testament to the new reality he opens up. Without him 

there could be no Paul, nor Church, nor Europe, nor world as we know and experience it.  

More, if we want to know what that world would look like without Jesus we can see well 

enough. It would be the world constituted by the same social formations of antiquity which 

Jesus entered and helped overcome. In sum, for Rosenstock-Huessy, Jesus’ historical ‘genius’ 

was to make ‘his own time the hinge of all times from the beginning to the end of all human 

history’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 294 also 2, 292).  

Jesus’s capacity to be ‘a hinge of the times’ was also predicated upon the ‘moment’ (the 

kairos) of his arrival. For, argues Rosenstock-Huessy, he entered the world at a moment of 

crisis in what he calls ‘the four pillars of antiquity:’  
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The four pillars of antiquity: the promises of a Messiah, the fortifications of the 

heavens, the masks of the dead, and the Muses of Parnassus, had all arrived at such 

confusion and commingling that none knew any more where they stood, who was to 

obey and who was to command, and which order of the world one should consider 

effective. Caesar was there, today, now, here. But we have recognised that men can 

speak only when they have to surmount death through love. The Roman nobility 

committed suicide throughout the first century, and the silencing of the Forum, of the 

arts and sciences, was a theme well-known to the contemporaries of the Caesars. 

The single Caesars came from nowhere and went nowhere. Mere existence had 

become so directionless that the mania of Caesarism became a terrifying reality. 

History has one imperative: to remain victorious over cases of mortality. It requires 

the continuance of the spirit. And since we are the creatures on earth who can be 

enthused, we will degenerate if we lack the spirit that bears us along, past our own 

lifetime, in love, power, and breeding. Otherwise we lose our bearings. The four 

disciplines of the old world were: renew the legacy of your fathers, repeat the year of 

the world, await the coming of God, transform this world into a different kind with the 

Muses. In the Year 1 they were all put in question. They suspended one another and 

weakened each other mutually. (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 295-296) 

For Rosenstock-Huessy Jesus’ Christian calendar fuses the four ‘calendars’ of antiquity by 

making them fully conversable with each other. Their mutual interpenetration breaks open 

the walls that leave each of its people isolated from others. It also thus enables a distribution 

of the fruits of each dominant way of life within antiquity. Much of the Full Count  is 

devoted to identifying (and he does this with devotion) the great achievements of each of 

these forms of life.  Further, The Full Count’s extraordinary originality lies in Rosenstock-

Huessy’s comparativist  excavation so that the distinctive and peculiar features of each social 

formation can be seen in its responsive and reactive relation to a prior form of life that no 

longer ensured a group’s survival and flourishing. The relationship between social formations 

form, for Rosenstock-Huessy, a real (rather than logical) dialectic. Moreover we are either 

still nourished by ‘treasures’ of the ancients, or in need of instruction about fundamental 

aspects of life which the ancients had grasped and which we have lost touch with. 

Christianity is often blamed for destroying pagan life-ways. But Rosenstock-Huessy argues 

that these life-ways were killing themselves. Christianity ‘saved’ many of the treasures of 

antiquity by collectively ‘pooling’ and reconstituting them upon the foundations of the 

commonality of the suffering shared by God and humanity, and the commandment to love as 
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the only means of overcoming that suffering. These foundations, of course, are frequently 

compromised and corrupted by other drives and more ‘natural’ acts of (self-)servitude.  

The following are but some of Rosenstock-Huessy’s examples of the creations of antiquity 

whose meaning and ongoing power and relevance are explicated in Full Count: from  the 

tribes: naming and the division between formal and informal speech, ancestral direction, a 

sense of shame, knowledge of the world yielded through observing the ways of animals, the 

war path, the totem, ‘the medicine man,’ the dance; from empires knowledge of the 

relationship between heavens and agricultural cycles, the division of labour enabling 

professions, the  notion (in the Ka) of name designating and life directing destiny (see 

Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: chapter 3); from the  Greek city states: the possibility of freedom, 

humanism, public, poetry, philosophy, muses and the pursuit of genius; from the Israelites: 

faith in (a God who promises) a redeemed future and thus a view of history as a redemptive 

process,  a sense of heavenly freedom unencumbered by the movement of the stars, a 

complete rebuke of political authority which breaks with God’s promise, ‘the people’ and 

‘nation’ as God’s elect.   

For Rosenstock-Huessy, Jesus’s revolutionary grasp of the nature of the relationship between 

death and life that made him’ a hinge of the times:’ For, he argues, Jesus saw ‘the one single 

truth through the ages: that death precedes birth, that birth is the fruit of death, and that the 

soul is precisely the power  of transforming an end into a beginning (Rosenstock-Huessy 

1966: 10).’ By demonstrating that life is replenished by dying into new forms of life, Jesus 

founded a revolutionary new way to constantly regenerate and thus potentially redeem the 

world and ourselves. Jesus had turned his back on all the grand titles or great names of 

antiquity. He showed that the offices previously thought divinely appointed (all of which 

were connected to the survival and perpetuity of a social form) were nothing more than 

transitory dwelling places of the spirit, limits, that could and at times, had to be surpassed 

(Cf. Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9:  2, 299). 

The Cross of Reality versus Utopianism and Romanticism 

While Rosenstock-Huessy presents the case for Christianity as a redemptive force in which 

the great spiritual discoveries of our forefathers may be recovered and pooled amongst the 

species, it is the more modern potencies of commerce, science, industry, social and political 

liberty and equality that are usually credited with human progress. But what interests 

Rosenstock-Huessy is not so much ‘economic progress’, but the ‘economy of salvation,’ a 
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term coined by the early second century church father, Irenaeus, and subsequently revived by 

Jonathan Edwards. While the term salvation is safely quarantined, so to speak, to Christian 

communities by modern advocates of economic and social progress, Rosenstock-Huessy saw 

that the notion of ‘salvation’ is, nevertheless, embedded within the panoply of modern 

speech-orientations and institutions, as the tacit and secret promise of the modern. For if we 

have a true understanding of the laws of nature, and if our economic needs are met, and if we 

respect the right and dignities of each other, and if we are free and equal and live at peace, 

and if our play-spaces are secured, and if we have the arts for our spiritual nourishment, so 

the logic of the modern (and post-modern) suggests, what more do we need? For Rosenstock-

Huessy, such a rhetorical question fails to take account of the facts that (a) we need to better 

understand the processes and sacrifices that yielded the conditions of modernity and its fruits 

in the first place, and (b) we need a far deeper understanding of the specifications of the 

spiritual needs and means of human solidarity than the kinds of more abstract ‘objectives’ 

and formulations just listed. One could say this is the ‘research project’ that Rosenstock-

Huessy lays out.  

For Rosenstock-Huessy, as for so many of his generation who had witnessed the manner in 

which the processes of modernity had conspired to destroy on a scale heretofore unknown, 

modernity could simply not deliver on the hopes of its founders. For at its very basis was 

something fundamentally draining of life.  And, for Rosenstock-Huessy what was life-

draining about it was its occlusion of the relationship between time and life, and this stemmed 

from the secret of its greatest power: its dissolution of living relationships that occur in time 

into spatially observable predictable forces. Time itself in the great modern metaphysical 

systems reaching from Descartes through to Kant is but the accompanying representation of 

spatial forces. The reductive restrictions upon life and upon the multiform nature of lived 

temporalities enable the great mechanical rhythms which draw all living into a process of 

homogeneity to better enable the manipulation of ‘resources’.  

There was nothing special about Rosenstock-Huessy drawing attention to the life-

asphyxiating processes of modernity – for there is a good reason why so many social thinkers 

of the  20
th

 and 21
st
 centuries are deeply indebted to Marx and Nietzsche: both saw different 

the sources and dimensions of alienation and dehumanization that were part and parcel of 

modern bourgeois existence. Likewise whether we take the left or the right side of politics 

(pretending for the moment they are meaningful terms), Weber, Schmitt, Gehlen, Heidegger, 

Oakeshott, Benjamin, the Frankfurt School, Koselleck, and the entire movement of post-
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structuralism could all be said to share some general agreement about modernity’s 

enormously destructive capacities. What I think, though, is very different about Rosenstock-

Huessy (and to some extent the circle labeled ‘the new thinkers’ by Franz Rosenzweig) is the 

manner of their more radically historicized stance toward modernity.  That is to say, they 

reintroduce humanity to traditions, which, if I may use a Gadamer/ Heidegger pairing, are 

simultaneously ever so near, but extraordinarily distant. Some have equated this decision of 

the new thinkers with Romanticism (e.g. Rubinstein 1999), but while there are some 

overlapping concerns between Romanticism and ‘new thinking,’ the most obvious being their 

respective appreciations of ‘the night side’ of the soul and the historicity of our creaturely 

existence and their antipathy toward naturalistic reductionism, in The Hegemony of Spaces 

Rosenstock-Huessy took great care to distance his own social thought from Romanticism. He 

argued that both Romanticism and Utopianism were modern Siamese twins that, in the 

aftermath of 1789, had usurped the earlier roles of ‘myth and metaphysics’ (Rosenstock-

Huesssy 2008/9: 1, 302-307). Romanticism and Utopianism are fixated upon past and future 

respectively, rather than on both aspects of time serving different purposes.  Living creatures, 

as Rosenstock-Huessy will emphasize through his emblematic  methodology – the cross of 

reality - ever exist within an intersection of the inner and outer forces of spatiality, and the 

trajective and prejective ones of time (see especially Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 1, 324, and 

Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 1, 326, 328-329). To neglect any of these poles of the real is 

ultimately to deny life.  

Utopianism is so intent on drawing upon the benign potencies of the future that it leads us to 

turn our backs on prior time-bodies and powers which we depend upon in order to have real 

future. On the other hand, Romanticism attempts to restore lost traditions, and thus pour us 

back into forms of life whose time may well and truly be past.  Ultimately, in spite of 

producing some great historical scholarship and staving off some of the anarchy unleashed by 

the Enlightenment attack upon traditional forms of life (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 1, 303-

4), Rosenstock-Huessy saw the consequences of Romanticism’s enchantment with tribalism 

and nation as disastrous. The following criticism helps us distinguish between Rosenstock-

Huessy’s appeal to a greater harking to the power of traditions with Romanticism’s fetishism 

of past forms of social life. Under the influence of Romanticism, says Rosenstock-Huessy, 

‘we literally knelt before history, as if to the goddess of life,’ and the spirits of cultures, 

nations, tribes unintentionally became transformed into ‘mythological, metaphysical, or 

theological substances.’ What were but ‘vessels of meaning’ became ‘meaningful in their 
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own right.’ ‘Accordingly, any nationalistic splinter of any nation was in a position to find its 

right goal, its appropriate historical mission and consider every future movement to be 

blessed and demanded by the past  (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 1, 304).’ 

By contrast, Rosenstock-Huessy holds that we are ever confronted with different attractive 

and repellant forces and how we respond to ‘the irresolvable interplay of realities’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 1, 306) is essential to what kind of future we make. What 

interests him is ‘not the absolutization of … history, nor the romantic dogma of an eternal 

truth of having waxed and become sedimented, but rather, at this crucial moment, that new, 

unforeseen, authentic creations might spring up as its members (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 

1, 304). 

That Rosenstock-Huessy is no Romantic  does not change the fact that he sees the modern 

mind as operating in what he calls ‘a twilight’ as ‘increasingly fewer people live with the 

undulations of history…For our five senses and all time spans shorter than a year leave no 

effective traces on our consciousness. Only that man can think, who learns to weigh and 

ponder the difference between ‘10 years ago’ and ‘today (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 54)’. 

It is largely because the modern mind is so blunted and insensitive toward itself and its 

environment that Rosenstock-Huessy wishes to wake it up.  

Thinking Outside the Modern 

In the remainder of this essay I want to draw attention to some characteristic moves of 

Rosenstock-Huessy’s thinking which enable us to not only see how very different a thinker 

he is, but why his different approach is really valuable. In particular, it enables us to notice 

things that far more fashionable and influential social theorists simply miss. 

The first I wish to address occurs in his discussion of the people of Israel, the first people to 

be a ‘people’ as opposed to members of a tribe or empire. 

An historically aware reader will surely still have difficulties, at this point, with taking 

the power of love in all seriousness as the appearing force of history. And yet, love 

alone is creative. 

The tribes loved their dead and wanted to be named after them. Their graves are still 

there. Moreover we speak our language in their name. The Egyptians loved the 
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heavens and inscribed themselves in them. It is why we live on parcels of land and our 

property, live today in houses and still use the remains of their ideograms. 

But Israel loved God’s history with us human folk; and so the future for which they 

tarried stepped into history itself (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 224). 

As the citation illustrates, for Rosenstock-Huessy, what largely distinguishes these three 

ancient modalities of social formation is the nature of their respective loves. The reader 

familiar with Augustine’s ‘the specific weight of bodies is, at it were, its love, whether they 

are carried downward by their weight, or upward by its levity (Augustine 1952: XI, 28)’ will 

recognize that Rosenstock-Huessy has expanded Augustine’s insight to see how social groups 

are formed. Rosenstock-Huessy was always emphatic on the point that we are members of 

larger social bodies and that those larger bodies shape our destiny – thus we must deal with 

the ‘the sins of our fathers.’ This stands in close relationship to a formulation repeated 

numerous times by Rosenstock-Huessy that comes from Giuseppi Ferrari, that ‘love is 

sacrifice and desire in  the balance.’ In so far as we are consumed as well as reconstituted by 

our loves and hence by what we desire and sacrifice ourselves  for, the world we make is a 

product of our respective sacrificial and desiring orientations. In pre-modern terms what we 

surrender to is not parts of ourselves, but the powers which rule us, what ancients named as 

their gods. And in the 1956 Preface to The Hegemony of Spaces, Rosenstock-Huessy wants to 

wake his reader up by introducing the archaic idea of  ‘divine service’ and the gods. Thus he 

writes: 

For what is meant here by the inclusive title divine service embraces all sociologists. 

All sociologists cultivate a form of divine service... Sigmund Freud had an Aphrodite 

on his writing desk; and already the third or fourth generation swear by the words of the 

Master. But wherever followers swear by the words of their master, wherever a master 

is called to witness, gods are invoked. Marx invoked the god of the proletariat.. For 

gods are all the powers that outlast death; and those who abandon themselves to the 

politics of the great powers today, evidently worship “power as such”—indeed, they 

appeal to it as their supreme instance. But what we appeal to, are our gods, and through 

them we overcome our own nonentity. The gods make us (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 

1, 383).  
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Rosenstock-Huessy is taking the term ‘gods’ and ‘worship’ or ‘divine service’ not simply as a 

metaphor that one can take or leave, but rather as an indispensable names we need to use in 

our vocabulary if we are to really see what fellow sociologists are doing. What, though, 

applies to sociologists, applies to entire societies: our loves point to our gods, and societies 

are, as we saw above, but their sacrifices and desires – their loves - writ large. Rosenstock- 

Huessy was well aware that outside the Church or theological college, most ‘modern’ peoples 

either had no interest in talking of the gods. The secular spheres of public life simply proceed 

as if a ‘god’ belonged to an enchanted view of life that no longer had significant meaning. 

Those with some kind of religious faith generally adapted to this state of affairs by 

sufficiently compartmentalizing their lives so that their faith would not interfere with their 

‘objective’ judgments. But by banishing talk of the gods in this manner, we moderns have 

largely become blind to a deep attribute of human behavior – the need people have to place 

their lives in surrender to some authority. And, all bourgeois aspirations and narratives to the 

contrary, the Self - that metaphysical, ethical, and judicial accompaniment of the mechanistic 

view of the natural world, whose presence is invoked from Descartes to Kant to Fichte – is a 

vacuous concept. The Self only becomes something through its services. The delusion of the 

moderns was that the Self would serve It-Self, become Its own source of authenticity (as the 

existentialists would put it), possibly in its larger communal form by becoming Practical 

Reason writ large (as in Kant and Fichte); the actuality was that the Modern Self has 

constantly supplicated itself before some power in order to find its authenticity. Thus 

Rosenstock-Huessy’s observes in Full Count: ‘The age in which faith was held to be 

unnecessary and which believed to have solved all the riddles of the world, gassed 6 million 

Jews to death and annihilated, enslaved, expelled, despised and dispossessed some further 20 

to 30 million people. (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 259; cf. Rosenstock-Huessy 1992)’ 

The third example again highlights the extraordinary distance between Rosenstock-Huessy 

and his contemporaries, whilst yet again enabling us to see that Rosenstock-Huessy’s 

sympathies and vocabulary and mind-set are deeply indebted to the pre-modern.  

The four names [Darwin, Freud, Nietzsche and Karl Marx represent the denial of the 

achievements of families (Freud), classes (Marx), history (Nietzsche) and of man 

altogether (Darwin). Darwin transferred the basic rules of becoming to a pre-human 

epoch—accordingly human history became an appendix to natural history. Freud 

uprooted the chastity rules of families and thereby destroyed the tribal phase. Nietzsche 

put paid to the achievement of Israel by preaching an eternal return akin to that of the 
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stars of the pharaonic priests. Finally Marx destroyed property rights and the property 

of empires, because in destroying classes he also affected, without even trying, our 

autochthonicity (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 2, 279). 

While Marx, Darwin, Nietzsche, and Freud have their modern critics, the point Rosenstock-

Huessy raises is, as far as I am aware, unique. He is saying that together they constitute a 

complete assault on the four pre-Christian modalities of social formation: the tribe, the 

empire, the People of Israel, and the Greek city states. Thus, for example, the remark about 

Darwin needs to be taken in light of Rosenstock-Huessy analysis elsewhere in Full Count of 

the Greek polis. The polis, for Rosenstock-Huessy, was a unique social formation that was, 

for the Greeks, not just something randomly sprung from nature. Rather the polis was what 

he called ‘the answering nature’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 2008/9: 3, 214-218) i.e. not nature as a 

totality of raw pre-social forces that place amoeba, jelly fish, ant, and human all on the same 

plane of being, differentiated solely by the survival mechanisms that have evolved in their 

respective adaptations, but nature as the ‘living growths’ (physis) that answer to the needs 

that gestate within the polis. Thus unlike Darwin who ignores the ‘culture’ (the vast array of 

social and historical contingencies behind his profession and education)  that enables him to 

explore ‘nature’ as such, the Greeks explore physis in so far as it confirms and enhances their 

politicized and socialized experience.  

The more general point of Rosenstock-Huessy’s critique of Darwin applies also to  Marx, 

Nietzsche, and Freud: all are radical prophets of modernity who  intensify the modern assault 

upon the pre-modern, and thus compound the crisis that emerges out of modernity’s failure to 

connect with the pre-modern time-bodies and their creative fruits. In spite of Rosenstock-

Huessy’s undoubted sympathy for these four prophets  of bad news, or ‘disangelists’, in the 

Sociology (particularly Nietzsche and Marx), he is laying out a huge array of elements of 

sociality which should not be simply sacrificed on the altar of modernity because of our 

ignorance about their importance. Thus as he works through each of the ancient social 

formations, he does so with great imagination, sympathy and even awe. For Rosenstock-

Huessy, unless we can enter into the meaning of the different time-bodies and life-worlds that 

lay behind us as well as the common future that lays before us, and together confront the 

commonality of our suffering, we will never see that what really binds us to each Other. It is 

precisely how to make a contemporary of our dis-temporary that, for Rosenstock-Huessy, is 

the great political problem of our time. That can only be achieved by us realizing the dis-

temporaral components which are constitutive of us modern selves, and the living debt we 
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have to those dis-temporaies who walk among us moderns. Intimations of this sensibility can 

be traced back as far as Montaigne, Rousseau and Herder, and anthropologists such as Franz 

Boas and Ruth Benedict. What we may broadly call the ‘68 generation largely fueled by their 

own trauma and disgust  at the morally repugnant legacies of colonialism, racism, sexism etc. 

have also made respect for cultural differences  an essential component of justice. 

Nevertheless the leading intellectuals and schools of that sensibility (which, of course predate 

and post-date ’68) represented by such figures as Derrida, Levinas, Deleuze, Lacan, 

Baudrillard, Badiou, Žižek,  Kristeva, Butler or fields of study such as feminism, queer 

theory, post-colonialism, new historicism all pursued those most modern of social and 

political objectives - freedom and equality - in  a manner that is completely in keeping with 

the Cartesian dissolution of time into space. Bluntly, they all completely ignore social time in 

the manner discussed by Rosenstock-Huessy. The contribution of the different ages of 

humanity to culture (Rosenstock-Huessy 20008/9: 1, 215-231), or ‘the twelve tones of the 

spirit’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: ch. 6) which Rosenstock-Huessy rightly points out are 

intrinsic to social reproduction do not appear on a horizon where there is no concern for the 

rhythms of social life. Likewise the biorhythms of peace and revolutions – the timeliness of 

social existence – that is central to his studies on revolutions is not a problem in any of the 

writers and movements mentioned. Not surprisingly, in spite of endless invocations of the 

Other, there is no due attention to the barriers created by time itself to the different peoples 

and groups inhabiting different times, nor to the value of sharing or building within and upon 

(the) times. Recognizing our dis-temporarity, for Rosenstock-Huessy, is the most 

fundamental condition of us becoming genuine contemporaries, which will inevitably involve 

tension. But we may be better placed to  accept a range of tensions if we understand the 

complex and contradictory different pushes from past, as well as areas of difference within a 

future we will have to share.    

 

Concluding Remarks 

Conscious as Rosenstock-Huessy was of what he called ‘the planetary’ nature that he was 

living within, he acknowledged that Christianity could no longer be seen as exclusively 

representing the cross of reality for Western people. He argued that the insights and truth of 

Christianity had to be supplemented by insights whose accentuations and developments had 

come out of the Jewish, Buddhist and Taoist traditions. And that the contemporary cross of 
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reality had to include all four of these pathways of the spirit. However, Rosenstock-Huessy’s 

appreciation of Jewish, Buddhist, and Taoist elements to help us redeem our time should not 

blind us to the fact that the political revival of Islam, Confucianism, and Hinduism, to take 

but three examples, are now also planetary presences. We are also forced to consider how we 

can become a ‘we’ with peoples driven by such enduring social formations and that also 

requires that we explore the potential redemptive potencies disclosed in these forms of life. In 

this sense we now all live in a post-Christian calendar, but Rosenstock-Huessy does I think 

leave a great provocation to his readers who would simply have done with the Christian faith 

that did so much to make us who we are. Moreover, he explicitly remained under the sign of 

the cross because he believed it was that sign that first drew us into a common history of 

salvation through human suffering. For peoples of the West, he raises the question: how can 

we genuinely be open to other spiritual  traditions if we don’t even  know that tradition whose 

architecture, art, political institutions, and social habits and sentiments – or to put it in one 

phrase, whose  ‘economies of salvation’ - are all around? And what do we have to offer to 

those from different traditions, if modernity has turned us into the living dead (surely all our 

present preoccupation with zombies, vampires and the rest is a most telling semiotic index of 

our spiritual condition) desperate to take spiritual sustenance from alien traditions, but 

spiritually incapable of giving anything much back at all, except as modern day equivalent of 

shiny trinkets –cars, televisions, mobile phones, computers? Or to say this in Rosenstock-

Huessy’s language: How worthy have been our life-times and what can we bring to the full 

count of the times? 
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History and Eschatology in the work of Rosenstock-Huessy 

 

Abstract 

This article deals with Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’s Denkstil, especially focusing on his 
historical and sociological works. Starting with the question of whether Rosenstock-Huessy 
was a social historian avant la lettre, it discusses Rosenstock-Huessy’s theory of revolutions 
and his cross of reality as the most significant outcomes of his historical research after the 
shock of World War I. Due to the fact that Rosenstock-Huessy opposes the modern concept 
of a crossed-out God and criticizes what he called positivism and historicism, the essay will 
discuss the modernist and conservative character of his Denkstil as an example for 
Posthistoire-thinking and meta-history.  

 

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy1 could have seen himself as a lucky man. He had a relatively 

successful career in academia. However, he was not happy with it and he complained often 

about his lack of influence and impact. He felt like an outsider and an academic outlaw – an 

impure thinker – and he cultivated this image in his books and letters (Rosenstock-Huessy 

1970). In Out of Revolution he writes:  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Rosenstock-Huessy, a.k.a Rosenstock. I would like to thank Norman Fiering, Christian Roy and Stefan Auer 
for advice and proofreading.  
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I am an impure thinker. I am hurt, swayed, shaken, elated, disillusioned, 
shocked, comforted, and I have to transmit my mental experience lest I die. 
And although I may die. To write this book was no luxury. It was a means 
of survival. (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 741). 

His claim that he has something to contribute to the survival of mankind is at the very 

heart of his thinking after World War I. But, his prolific output – he published about forty 

books and hundreds of articles – and his considerable impact on people working for a better 

world, such as some leading members of the Kreisau Circle, demonstrate that he was neither 

the academic outlaw nor the social outsider he sometimes pretended to be. Jacob Taubes, who 

exchanged letters with Rosenstock-Huessy in the early 1950s, mentions a number of 

philosophers who were influenced by Rosenstock-Huessy, and we will see that a couple of 

famous social historians also made use of his works. Nevertheless, despite his academic and 

social achievements, he felt marginalized and he played with this image a lot, fighting against 

what he decried as idols of the academic mainstream: relativism, positivism and objectivism 

as well as a concept of the ‘rational’ based on statistics and a ‘crossed-out God’.2 His way of 

thinking – his Denkstil – was marked by what might be better termed critical encounter rather 

than just dialogue. He was an impure counter-thinker. 

Even though he certainly did not belong to the academic mainstream for most of his 

life, it is misleading to go along blindly with his self-portrayal as a solitary but marginalized 

genius. Unfortunately, some scholars have taken this step to apotheosis, ignoring that many 

of his complaints about academia and society were more or less in vogue in specific 

academic circles in the first half of the twentieth century. This critique does not imply that he 

has not contributed original insights to scholarship and society, but here I want to address the 

question of what kind of thinking he represents and in which historical context he should be 

placed.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 Bruno Latour’s concept of the ‘crossed-out god’ as part of the modern self-description fits here pretty well. 
(Latour 1993: 13). 
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Rosenstock-Huessy’s Denkstil, I believe, is a kind of historical anthropology – even 

though he might have refused such a label. I am taking into account not just Rosenstock-

Huessy’s thought, but also the relationship between his biography, theorizing and practical 

conclusions. Rosenstock-Huessy’s work outside the ivory tower was an important part of the 

context in which he developed his Denkstil. I trace the evolution of his Denkstil by focussing 

especially on his most influential books, Die Europäischen Revolutionen (1931) (‘The 

European Revolutions’) and Out of Revolution (1938). 

There is no doubt that time is an important concept for Rosenstock-Huessy, which he 

uses to explore all aspects of the social. Nevertheless, there are some differences among 

interpreters regarding his meanings (Cristaudo 2012; Leutzsch 2009; Stünkel 2012a). I am 

working with the hypothesis that Rosenstock-Huessy analyzes history from the perspective of 

a specific Christian meta-history. Each (universal/national/global) polity was created by a 

socio-political revolution seen as a part of historical progress (immanence) and by a 

revolution of mind and soul seen as part of eschatology (transcendence). The eschatological 

character of the history of revolutions contributes to the institutionalization of values derived 

from the revolutions and in the end, it enables us to understand national histories as part of 

one global history. 

Rosenstock-Huessy tried to convert his insights into some practical projects, such as 

Camp William James in ca. 1940. It was his goal to bridge the gap between various social 

entities and their individual time frames deriving from cultural, political, social or 

generational differences. Focussing on symbolic expressions of speech in national and 

religious calendars (and in politics) changed Rosenstock-Huessy from a historian into a 

historical anthropologist.  
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We will see that he deals with revolution as total change in and of history: in history 

because each revolution changed the course of history by contributing a new socio-political 

agenda and polity; and of history because the meaning and perception of history itself 

changed in light of the new consciousness and speech introduced by revolutions. His history 

of revolutions and circumvolution is the starting point for a posthistoire-theory that especially 

marked his article ‘Wie lange noch Weltgeschichte’ (‘How long world history’ 1958), in 

which he argues that a world history of 1000 years ended with the invention of the atomic 

bomb and introduces the idea of a coevolution of political revolutions and social systems of 

production. In this body of work, socio-cultural alienation plays a pivotal role because at the 

end of the second millennium, eschatology has turned into an accelerated technological 

‘progress’ alienating man at once from a living past and a settled future. He addressed this 

problem in his books on peace service, introducing the concept of the (time-) pirate (1965) 

but also in articles like ‘Der technische Fortschritt erweitert den Raum, verkürzt die Zeit und 

zerschlägt die menschliche Gruppe’ (1962) (‘Technical progress widens the space, shortens 

the time, and destroys the human society’). His concept of the time-pirate as decelerator 

includes the idea of making the end of history a peaceful one by bridging and translating 

between different ‘speeches’ with the help of one shared grammar (Rosenstock-Huessy 1951, 

1993, 1956, 1958, 1965). 

My analysis of Denkstil follows Ludwik Fleck’s social epistemology, which Thomas 

S. Kuhn reduced to a model of scientific revolutions created inside academic collectives 

(Fleck 1980; Kuhn 1962). The difference between Fleck’s concept and Kuhn’s theory is that 

the latter ignores the connection between everyday life as a source of pre-ideas motivating 

research and creating academic circles. Fleck’s concept seems more appropriate for the 

practice of scientific research than Kuhn’s focus on the change of paradigms inside esoteric 

academic communities.  
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Rosenstock-Huessy’s concept of revolution is based on the idea that true revolutions 

are total, penetrating all spheres of life and society, bringing about changes that are 

essentially irreversible. It is in this sense the all-penetrating character of revolutions, which 

connects the experiences of individual life, society and science rather to a Denkstil than a 

matrix or paradigm. Thus, the only thing he and Kuhn have in common is the idea that 

radically new thinking is revolutionary insofar as it completely marginalizes old ways of 

speaking, thinking and acting. In fact, there are good examples of scholars who were pioneers 

at the frontier of an old and a new paradigm, including Copernicus, who was probably the last 

important scientist to do astrology and astronomy at once, and Paracelsus, who crossed the 

border to modern medicine but also made use of pre-scientific knowledge (Rosenstock-

Huessy 1964: 189). Rosenstock-Huessy identified with the latter, thinking he was himself at 

the border of two paradigms, making use at once of nineteenth century narrative style and 

structural concepts while (re-)writing history.  

Even though Rosenstock-Huessy developed his own idea of social and scientific 

revolutions, Kuhn’s theory was obviously much more influential than his or Fleck’s concepts 

were. Fleck’s epistemology might be usefully complemented by J. Rüsen’s disciplinary 

matrix of historical thought, which was used by H. W. Blanke to analyse and cluster German 

historiography into different paradigms: Historiography of the Enlightenment, Historism,3 

and Social History. This matrix is based on five factors as a hermeneutic circle: the guiding 

interest (of research); theories/ideas; methods; narration; and contributions to orientation (in 

time and space). Whereas theories, methods and narration belong to the academic sphere, 

interest and orientation belong to the pre-academic sphere of life (Lebenswelt). In a nutshell, 

the specific ways in which the adherents to a paradigm deal with theories, methods and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Historism is the technical term for the paradigm of historiography starting in the middle of the nineteenth 
century. Historicism is a social-cultural movement making use of history. Both ways of thinking are intertwined 
– especially politically – but, whereas historism is a specific way of writing history, historicism penetrated as 
worldview the social space in different ways including architecture, education and politics of memory.  
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writing derive from different research interests caused by changing socio-political demand 

regarding orientation in time and space (Rüsen 1983; Blanke 1991). 

 

Dic cur hic: Was Rosenstock-Huessy a social or modernist historian avant la lettre?  

Rosenstock-Huessy is unlikely to be seen as a typical representative of any of these 

paradigms, even if it might be reasonable to consider him as a social historian avant la lettre. 

In Germany he influenced many social historians with different academic backgrounds, 

including Theodor Schieder, Reinhart Koselleck, Heinrich August Winkler, Hans-Ulrich 

Wehler and Hans-Heinrich Nolte. In addition to these distinguished German scholars, Page 

Smith and Harold Berman are exemplary of his influence in the United States (Nolte 2012; 

Wehler 2007; Winkler 2007; Berman 1983) 

Despite these resemblances, there are good reasons for not including him in the social 

history paradigm. On the one hand, his Denkstil, and especially his narration, differs 

significantly from social history, because his writing is mostly associative not analytical. 

Additionally, his universal perspective and his criticism (or misinterpretation) of self-

reflection in Weber’s style contradicts what modern social history generally believes in.4 Last 

but not least, he criticises the analytical turn in the human sciences, which greatly influenced 

social historical narratives. On the other hand, he appears to be fighting the same enemy as 

the social historians: historism. His works on European revolutions contain many 

characteristics that are typical of social history, for instance the discussion of the change of 

social-political concepts or structures. However, following his books on the European 

revolutions, he went in another direction, focussing more and more on mankind’s general 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 It is surprising that Rosenstock-Huessy’s former assistant and friend Hans-Ulrich Wehler promoted Weber’s 
concept of objectivity and Rosenstock-Huessy’s theory of revolutions in German social history at once (Wehler 
2007). 
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institutions and representations. The switch from history to historical anthropology (which he 

called sociology or universal history) not only represents another step in the development of 

his Denkstil and a departure from traditional historiography, but also connects his different 

interests in time and speech to something we should call associative Denkstil as opposed to 

an analytic paradigm. This Denkstil was influenced by his biography, which finally led him to 

write history as ‘Autobiography of Western Man’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993 [1938]). 

Dic cur hic – ‘say why you are here’ – was the motto of his preparatory school and it 

describes fairly well Rosenstock-Huessy’s life and work. He was a good but not outstanding 

student at the Joachimsthaler Gymnasium, an institution famous for its Protestant and 

humanistic character that attracted the Prussian elites. He also received degrees at the well-

known universities of Heidelberg, Zurich and Leipzig. None of his early writings indicate 

that he was about to break with the dominant paradigm of historiography at the beginning of 

the twentieth century – so-called ‘historism’. Neither his short dissertation, 

Landfriedensgerichte und Provinzialversammlungen vom neunten bis zum zwölften 

Jahrhundert (1909), nor his habilitation thesis, Ostfalens Rechtsliteratur unter Friedrich II. 

(1911), broke with German historism. On the contrary, the topic of his habilitation thesis was 

typical for Leipzig University at this time, and even if it made him the youngest Privatdozent 

of the German Empire in 1912, this book was neither extraordinary nor very influential. Thus, 

his research was solid but not original, and the same is true for his theoretical frame (none), 

methods and style of writing. 

His supervisors, teachers and friends included Ludwig Mitteis, Otto von Gierke, Karl 

Hampe and Adolf Wach. All of them had good reputations but they were not benchmarks of 

academic innovation in Germany at this time. The only important exception was Max Weber 

in whose Jour fixe Rosenstock-Huessy took part during his time in Heidelberg. Even though 

he later blamed Weber for having ruined the German university, he may have learned more in 



	   8	  

Weber’s seminars than anywhere else (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 20). This was the academic 

circle in which he and Werner Picht together developed their first ideas on adult education. 

After his experience with Weber, Rosenstock-Huessy’s manner of dealing with sources 

changed as is evident in his book Königshaus und Stämme in Deutschland zwischen 911 und 

1250 (1914), which he used for extending his venia legendi. In his eyes this was a ‘genius’ 

book that received unfair reviews, because he did not ‘make reference to the Gessler-hat’ of 

his discipline (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 6). The reviews – for instance by Platzhoff – were 

indeed critical but not unfair per se, and the book made it into the bibliographies of authors 

like Marc Bloch (Platzhoff 1914; Bloch 1982: 50). Thus, it was his most successful 

publication before he really left the traditional path of German academia, and it is evident that 

his Denkstil was about to change. This change had to do with some shocks Rosenstock-

Huessy experienced when he met Franz Rosenzweig and served in World War I. 

During the fin de siècle, the perception of a crisis of academic and ordinary life 

influenced the thinking of at least two generations between the rise and fall of the German 

empire. Germany was a “nervous nation” (Radkau 1998) searching for its own path into 

modernity. After the loss of Bismarck as the German “katechon” (Schmitt 1950) – who 

decelerated the impact of modernity in cultural and political matters – the German empire had 

to deal with the rise of a self-confident bourgeoisie and working-class and various 

emancipatory movements including that of the Jews, who wanted to become full-citizens of a 

state that had redefined itself as Prussian and Protestant during the Kulturkampf. Heinrich von 

Treitschke, whose books influenced Rosenstock-Huessy, might be the best-known example 

for those arguing for a policy of assimilation by promoting new constructions of historical 

narratives and the reinvention of traditions. Thus, assimilation was one strategy for becoming 

a full member of the Prussian-German nation, and Rosenstock-Huessy belonged to a family 

that was not against this idea. 
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The fact that he pre-dated the date of his baptism from 1909 to 1905 might have been 

motivated by a desire to avoid the impression that he converted to Christianity for practical 

reasons and not because his identity had changed (Herrenbrück 2012: 31–32). Hermann 

Kantorowicz frankly criticised Rosenstock-Huessy’s turn from ‘Jewish rationality to German 

mysticism’ during World War I (Leutzsch 2009: 53–54) Besides, his belief in assimilation 

would explain why Rosenzweig’s resistance to conversion and the trauma of the World War 

brought into question everything he believed before 1917. 

However, both of these personal challenges must be viewed in relation to the larger 

matter of the insults to humanity as such, because modern mankind as a whole was 

challenged by a loss of faith in transcendence and was being thrown (Heidegger 1927) into a 

heliocentric (Copernicus 1543), evolutionary (Darwin 1859), psychological (Freud 1895), 

materialistic (Marx 1867), secular (Nietzsche 1882), and reductionist-physical (Carnap 

1932/Descartes 1641) world with all its contradictions and supposed self-explanatory 

immanence.5 Rosenstock-Huessy discussed Nietzsche, Marx, Freud, Heidegger and Darwin 

on several occasions, but especially in his Sociology (1956, 1958). Additionally, he opposed 

Weber and John Dewey because of their rationalism and positivism. Spengler (and later 

Toynbee) mattered to him because their works offered the yardstick for his interpretation of 

European history as World history. In particular, Spengler and Nietzsche challenged his 

historism, because both of them demonstrated that materialism and modernism in general are 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5	  The idea of the “Insults to Humanity” derives from Freud and was extended by inter alia Carnap. The dates are 
the publishing dates of: Heidegger’s ‘Sein und Zeit’, Copernicus‘ ‚De revolutionibus orbium coelestium‘, 
Darwin’s ‘On the Origin of Species’, Freud’s ‘Die Traumdeutung’ (1899/1900), Marx’s ‘Das Kapital’ (Vol. 1), 
Nietzsche’s ‘Die fröhliche Wissenschaft’, Descartes’ ‘Meditationes de prima philosophia’ and Carnap’s 
‘Überwindung der Metaphysik durch logische Analyse der Sprache’. A short summary of the idea of the ‘Insults 
to Humanity’ provides wiki: http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kränkungen_der_Menschheit. However, my use 
differs from wiki’s description by including Marx, Nietzsche and Heidegger. Additionally, I am not following 
the chronology and suggest that Carnap’s critizism of Descartes is just another example for a kind of modern 
(rational) thinking that from a Rosenstockian perspective might cause an insult to humanity itself.  
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hard to explain, employing traditional historical narratives. Trough their lenses he understood 

that historians tended to use history to frame a timeless identity while ignoring the 

acceleration of time itself. In the fin de siècle, both of them contributed a great deal to making 

historism a negative catchall phrase (Leutzsch 2009: 56).  

In 1913 – just before World War I started – when Germans were witnessing a golden 

year of science and culture, Rosenstock-Huessy was shocked a first time when he was 

discussing with Rosenzweig the dialogue between synagogue and church. This discussion 

shook Rosenstock-Huessy’s identity as an assimilated Protestant German, because he lost the 

solid ground of his worldview. Eventually, the failed conversion of Rosenzweig led to a 

rediscovery of Judaism by Rosenzweig and to a rethinking of God in history by Rosenstock-

Huessy. In their confrontation about belief in an age of collapsing traditions both discovered 

that God had been shut out of academia and society, enclosed behind the dead stonewalls of 

churches and cathedrals, as Nietzsche had already pointed out. Rosenstock-Huessy’s overall 

positive interpretation of Nietzsche was the result of his interpreting him less as an atheist 

and more as a diagnostic thinker exposing the forgetting of God (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 

140). That is why the Jewish-Christian dialogue between Rosenstock-Huessy and 

Rosenzweig did not just deal with the right way of believing, but also with the role of both 

religions in eschatology. Meaning: they explored that the different interpretations of 

eschatology are part of the dialogue between synagogue and church and that this dialogue is 

eschatology itself.6  

During the war, Rosenstock-Huessy, unsettled by his discussions with Rosenzweig, 

had to make up his mind regarding the place of eschatology in history. In his letters addressed 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 The dialogue between Synagoga and Ecclesia (as part of eschatology) was a trope of medieval theology (esp. 
in ‘Adversus Judaeos’ pamphlets). Taubes discusses this trope in one of his letters to Rosenstock-Huessy as well 
(probably from 4 September 1953). Copies of Taubes’ letters should be available in the library of Dartmouth 
College. Wayne Cristaudo works on an edition. 
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to the ‘knights of Saint George’, he was still compensating for the shock by dabbling with 

German mysticism – as mentioned above – and his handwriting shows he was near a nervous 

breakdown, which did occur when he served as an artillery lieutenant at the Battle of Verdun. 

After his breakdown, he was given responsibility for the education of soldiers behind the 

frontline; thus he stepped into adult education and also at this time first sketched his theory of 

revolutions (Leutzsch 2009: 54, footnote 25). 

To say that Rosenstock-Huessy underwent catastrophic experiences that changed his 

mind is too simple. But, there is no doubt that after the war he started to readjust his academic 

ambitions, because traditional academia seemed to him as dead as God seemed to Nietzsche: 

A pupil of the World War sees a new future and a new past. He discovers 
a new political biology of the human race, filling the gap between 
Planckism in physics, Darwinism in zoology, Marxism in economy, and 
liberalism in theology and political history. (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 7) 

 

His general scholarly interest in medieval history declined, and he started to write about the 

new world order and political and social matters (Rosenstock 1920). The guiding interest 

(erkenntnisleitende Interesse) of his research changed and this affected his way of making 

use of theories, his style of writing and his interest in contributing to the problem of 

orientation in time and space. This shift of his guiding interest was caused by a new 

recognition of the societal demand or need for orientation, and it included a move towards 

both social theory and practical projects. In short, his Denkstil changed and he started trying 

to contribute to closing the gap between the ivory tower and ordinary life. 

Out of war and into revolution 

After the shock of the World War, time and speech were at the very heart of Rosenstock-

Huessy’s Denkstil. Now he tended to link the predominance of spatial thinking with 

geopolitics, objectivity and positivism in his critique of modern academia. From his 
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perspective, the World War was not simply a product of failed politics, because, taking the 

instance of the Russian Revolution alone, the war caused dramatic social change and turned 

into a European Civil War. Eventually, he decided to leave the university for about four years 

and he started to initiate projects dealing with adult education.  

Acceleration and autobiography, along with time and speech, could be further 

keywords to characterize Rosenstock-Huessy’s major topics, because both concepts are 

connected with the idea of alienation that became part of his goal of reintegrating man in 

society. From this perspective, modern man lost his social ties as a result of modern industrial 

production, the disruption of the world wars, the breakdown of traditional generational roles, 

and the erosion of the rhythm of life in general. All of these developments were more or less 

connected with the insults to mankind already noted: acceleration and alienation were caused 

by scientific progress; and the loss of authority of the aged was a consequence of their 

sending of the young into the trenches of the World War. Eventually, the spirit of community 

disappeared amidst the creation of factories and suburbia (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 36–59). 

One of Rosenstock’s first projects, in which he focussed on these problems, was his 

work as editor of the Daimler Werkzeitung. He used his rather comfortable position as editor 

to do some research on the social conditions of modern labour and in 1922 he published 

Werkstattaussiedlung. There he analysed the lives of ordinary workers and advocated 

working in teams to make better use of the individual, social and professional qualities of 

each worker. In Werkstattaussiedlung (1922), he sketched two rather abstract poles of the 

social: on the one hand he defined the (total) state as a sheer maximum of space; on the other 

hand, the church would be representing the sheer maximum of time. The workplace should 

balance between each pole of space and time in the form of a tenured job in a team. Those 

who work as unskilled labourers on temporary jobs suffer under the minimum of space and 
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time (Rosenstock-Huessy 1997: 231). This is a classical concept of social and cultural 

alienation.  

In Rosenstock-Huessy’s Denkstil, the social consists of time and space represented by 

church and state respectively. This is one reason why he included the revolutions of church 

and empire – Renovatio, Recuperation, and Reformation – in his universal history of 

revolutions. The human being needs both worlds to thrive and be creative; thus soul and 

success are intertwined like history and eschatology (Rosenstock-Huessy 1958: 58). 

His masterpieces on the European revolutions as world revolutions represent 

Rosenstock-Huessy’s move from history to sociology. He stressed in the foreword, in the text 

itself and in letters, inter alia to Carl Schmitt, that Die Europäische Revolutionen was his 

response to the shock of the World War (Leutzsch 2009: 59–61). Right from the first outline 

of the book, which he sketched during World War I, he was interested in demonstrating how 

the different European nations were created and interrelated in a dialectical or dialogical 

process of European history as world history.  

In the later editions of Die Europäische Revolutionen, he criticized Toynbee’s Study 

of History (1934–1941) for making use of a new structure, but including no new research. He 

refused ‘dead abstraction’ and argued for taking seriously the experience of the World War as 

revolution. It was his goal to write a universal history about and for different generations 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1951: 507). In 1938 he subtitled his American book on the European 

revolutions, Out of Revolution, as an Autobiography of Western Man, because he saw himself 

as immersed in the experiences of the past and the hopes for a better future (x-xiii). 

Especially insofar as Rosenstock-Huessy believed that the Occident is not declining but has 

already declined, he was in disagreement with Spengler. In his eyes, the explicit unity and 

implicit plurality of the Occident turned into the explicit plurality and implicit unity of 
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modern Europe. The revolutions changed the self-perception of Europe and Europe ended up 

becoming the new Orient – the Old World. (34–56) Modern world society is e pluribus unum, 

and the awareness of a shared history was in Rosenstock-Huessy’s eyes the way to pacify the 

planet.  

The great cycle of revolutions – the circumvolution – began, he argued, with the 

renovation and reconstruction of church and (Roman) empire in early medieval history. He 

showed the gradual democratization of the actors in history from its beginning with the Papal 

Revolution until its end with the proletarian Russian Revolution. In between this beginning 

and end of history, each social class made its revolution (see Table 1).  

In addition to the structural change of actors, he demonstrated, with the help of 

conceptual historical analyses, that human understanding of time and history changed in this 

process. His example was the diachronic change of the concept ‘revolution’ from the 

backward-oriented ‘renovation’ by the Emperor, ‘recuperation’ by the pope and the 

‘reformation’, to the French Revolution, when the revolutionaries became aware that they 

intended to establish a new regime, to the Russian Revolution as an anticipated and planned 

revolution (Rosenstock-Huessy 1951: 3–16). 

He showed that each revolution changed the actor’s worldview of core and periphery 

in such a way that the core of the newly created world was always the revolutionized part of 

it, which eventually became as nation the role model for the rest of the world by motivating 

the most backward part of the world to catch up with the revolutionized one. In addition to 

this structural dialectic, he analysed the link between national identity and revolution by 

discussing the creation of new calendars, speech, rituals, hierarchies and histories, 

highlighting the gap between the different generations, representing old and new powers. In 

addition to his use of – at that time mostly ignored – sources like maps, monuments and (new) 
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media, we can say that the combination of social and cultural analyses in his research on 

political revolutions was itself revolutionary. It meant a break with the old paradigm of 

historism, a short flirtation with Volksgeschichte, and last but not least, the sketch of a new 

paradigm of social and cultural history as universal history. Rosenstock-Huessy’s conceptual 

history (probably influenced by Carl Schmitt) must be seen as an important contribution to 

social and cultural history. The same is true of his discussions of core and periphery and of 

the history or self-imagination of different nations. It has been generally overlooked that he 

not only explained synchronic differences between national identities, but also the difference 

between generational identities. Furthermore, he convincingly demonstrated that each 

revolution introduced a new calendar and periodization to mark the gap between the old 

history and a brighter future. Prime examples are such inventions as the Middle Ages and the 

Ancien Régime. History itself became a benchmark for development and a point of reference 

for identities worldwide. If we think a bit further, we can say that criticism of Orientalism 

and of Eurocentrism is itself the product of the globalization of European values and history 

as a framework for identity. 

Therefore, European concepts of nation, calendar, time and history represent Western 

institutions and rational models on a global scale. In Out of Revolution and in the Sociology, 

Rosenstock-Huessy extended his interest in the genesis of rational models and institutions 

represented by new speech and icons. The first sketches of Die Europäischen Revolutionen 

prove that he thought about an institutional perspective right from the beginning, and it seems 

that his later proof reader, Carl Schmitt, influenced his shift towards a conceptual history 

until their friendship ended (Leutzsch 2009: 60–61). 

Generally, all of Rosenstock-Huessy’s historical writings after World War I 

demonstrate a deep interest in theoretical questions regarding the representation of the 

political in history – as in monuments, images or maps – but in particular, he managed in Die 
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Europäischen Revolutionen to combine different theoretical ideas into the concept of a serial 

history, in Foucault’s sense, by connecting the European history of revolutions with a global 

history of revolutionizing world views (Foucault 2006: 20; Leutzsch 2009: 265). This means 

that history and its meaning are revolutionized and rewritten at once. Thus, he interpreted an 

event and its reflection as an intertwined dialectic of history (Rosenstock-Huessy 1951: 16). 

In doing so, he avoided the contradiction between single history and the plurality of histories. 

Global revolution and nation-building belong together because revolutions have global 

impact by introducing a new way of living and, in so doing, cutting the world into backward 

and progressive pieces. The most backward part will start the next revolution until the globe 

in its plurality is united in one time/history (Rosenstock-Huessy 1951: 74). This search for a 

single time became one of his major topics, as in his distinction between contemporaries and 

dis-temporaries: 

The revolutions of mankind create new time-spans for our life on earth. 
They give man’s soul a new relation between present, past, and future; and 
by doing so they give us time to start our life on earth all over again, with 
a new rhythm and a new faith. For ordering the three dimensions of time, 
we need what St. Ambrose called the times of times, temporum tempora, 
standards for making the right distribution between past, future, and 
present. [...] Modern men talk so much about the three dimensions of 
space that they are ignorant of the fact itself that space has nothing of the 
tremendous triplicity of dimensions which time contains. (Rosenstock-
Huessy 1993: 14) 

 

The plurality of history and revolutions correspond with each other as part of an 

eschatology that we can view from its end: a Circumvolution (Rosenstock-Huessy 1951: 524). 

Rosenstock-Huessy searched for a single meta-history and a way of thinking-in-between past 

and future while refusing objectivism, positivism and historism. This was the foundation for 

his metanomics of society represented by the cross of reality, which became the matrix of his 

further thinking on time, space and speech: 
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This dualism that permeates every perfect member of the civilized world 
may be summed up by two words that fittingly should supersede the 
misleading “objectivity” and “subjectivity” so dear to the natural scientists. 
The new terms are “traject”, i.e., he who is forwarded on ways known 
from the past, and “preject”, i.e., he who is thrown out of this rut into an 
unknown future. We are all both, trajects and prejects. As long and in so 
far as our civilization follows a clear direction we are all sitting in its boat 
of peaceful evolution, and are safely trajected to the shores of tomorrow 
according to the rules of the game. Whereas whenever society shows no 
sign of direction, when the old boat of its institutions seems no longer 
afloat, we are challenged by the pressure of an emergency to take to an 
unknown vessel that we have to build ourselves and in the building of 
which more than one generation may be devoured. To build a new boat 
without precedent in an emergency, is the imperative of the revolutionary. 
Our trajectedness and our prejectedness, then, are our social imperatives. 
Their interplay is the problem of the social sciences. Traject is the 
evolutionary; preject is the revolutionary predicate for man. (Rosenstock-
Huessy 1993: 747) 

 

Rosenstock-Huessy’s metanomics or grammar of society includes the idea of man torn 

between the challenges of the future and the inherited duties of the past. Both modes of time 

are not static, and it is up to man as a creative and speaking animal to deal with the dynamics 

in an evolutionary or revolutionary way. There is no objectivity because there is no single 

form of speech. Man reproduces with his decisions the plurality of one world by including or 

excluding fellow human beings. The factors – past and present as time, and inside and outside 

as space – constitute Rosenstock-Huessy’s cross of reality. The cross was his answer to 

Rosenzweig’s star and probably also to Schmitt’s geopolitical concept of inclusion and 

exclusion.  

For Rosenstock-Huessy, Christianity as time is strongly linked with history as 

progress. Christian progress anticipates an end to history, or eschatology (Stünkel 2012a; 

Rosenstock-Huessy 1951, 1956: 110, 118). This is one reason why he rejected the relativity 

of time and circular concepts of history, because in his eyes individual histories are part of 

one progressing history. Thus, history must be defined from its end. History is speech created 

in the cross of reality (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 58). He was searching for a basic grammar 
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of society, and he explored (European) calendars, ceremonies and symbols like an 

anthropologist scrutinizing exotic tribes and countries:  

A day introduced into the calendar, means a real change in the education 
and tradition of a nation. Mankind writes its own history long before the 
historians visit its battlefields; days, festivals, holidays, the order of meals, 
rest and vacation, together with religiously observed ritual and symbols, 
are sources of political history, though rarely used by the average political 
or economic historian. A holiday is always a political creation and a 
political instrument. (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 8; see Rosenstock-Huessy 
1951: xiv) 

 

In his eyes, the Christian calendar and its mode of time-perception still marks and makes 

Western history. It is Jesus who is in the middle of the cross (of reality) and history 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 118). Finally, he connected Jesus, progress and history in his book 

Des Christen Zukunft (‘The Christian Future’) but even in Out of Revolution it is evident that 

he saw history from a Christian perspective, and in Des Christen Zukunft he criticised ‘[…] 

all the Toynbees, Spenglers, Helmolts for ignoring the fact that Jesus is at the very heart of 

history. The Christian gift to mankind was eschatology as a source of progress’7 (Rosenstock-

Huessy 1956: 107, 118). The Christian world beyond consists, in reality, of ‘the power of the 

world in the future’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 182). If we take into account that Rosenstock-

Huessy saw in Jesus the very heart of history and that the future as eschatology has a 

transcendent character, it is clear that Rosenstock-Huessy’s metanomics is comparable to Eric 

Voegelin’s metaxy, because immanent history and transcendent eschatology are linked with 

each other in the cross of reality, in whose centre stands Jesus representing mankind’s hope 

for truth and salvation.  

 

Rethinking history from its end: Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’s Posthistoire-Denkstil 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 Probably he meant Hand Ferdinand Helmolt, who published a world history in nine volumes (1913–22).  
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In Out of Revolution, Rosenstock-Huessy demonstrated that he was a master at recognizing 

and revealing time-modes, and he rejected thinking in historical circles, because in his 

opinion progress is made by looking janus-faced into history and future (from the awareness 

of an end of history and the assurance of salvation) (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 182–185, 

246–257). The posthistoire element of his books on revolution derived not only from his 

perspective from the end of history, but also from his way of dealing with acceleration, 

historism, social alienation and economic and cultural deprivation stemming from lack of 

attention to the meaning of life. If we follow Niethammer’s criteria for posthistoire-thinking 

(Niethammer 1989: 9), then Rosenstock-Huessy is really a perfect example.  

It is not surprising, then, that Jacob Taubes asked him in a letter whether he had read 

or heard about Alexandre Kojève, who reinterpreted Hegel in posthistoire-style (too). Indeed, 

Rosenstock-Huessy shared with Kojève (and Walter Benjamin) the criticism of acceleration 

and alienation in modern society, and the question of the course of history played a pivotal 

role in Rosenstock-Huessy’s writings as well, but he did not secularize eschatology as a 

dialectic towards the isomorphism of a world state. On the contrary, Rosenstock-Huessy’s 

posthistoire-thinking meant a re-entry into Christian eschatology.  

There are more similarities between Rosenstock-Huessy and paradigmatic 

posthistoire-thinkers. He shares with Schmitt, for example, such concepts as the decelerator 

(pirate/katechon), and the criticism of positivism and historism. Besides, both Schmitt and 

Rosenstock-Huessy developed conceptual history as a tool of deconstruction at the same time. 

They were friends for a while, and their Denkstil must have been rather similar before 1933, 

because Rosenstock-Huessy suggested collaboration and launching an academic school 

together (Leutzsch 2009: 60).  
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Even though he refused to answer Taubes’s careful questions regarding his 

relationship with Schmitt and he ignored Schmitt after World War II, this close relationship is 

a fact that the ‘Rosenstockians’ must come to terms with, and it is misleading to promote 

Rosenstock by asserting that he was ‘[…] opposing Schmitt and Hitler’.8 He certainly 

rejected Hitler, but his relationship with Schmitt is more complicated than that. 

Additionally, Rosenstock-Huessy’s harsh criticism of Max Weber does not convince 

at all, because in many cases, concepts like Charisma (Weber) and Symblysma (Rosenstock-

Huessy) seem to be related. This matters, because Weber became a highly quoted author by 

German social historians, but Rosenstock-Huessy blames Weber and his circle for being 

historicists: 

In the academic atmosphere of Heidelberg one book after the other might 
refute the history of salvation as an absurd idea. Nevertheless, the only 
agenda of history remains for all time the struggle against evil. Heidelberg 
might just stay outside of history and lapse into historicism. (Rosenstock-
Huessy 1956: 125–126)  

 

Clearly, Rosenstock-Huessy refused the modern paradigm of a crossed-out God, 

secularized eschatology and immanent salvation for society and academia. Instead, he 

promoted the idea of linking history and eschatology by rewriting history from its end. It is 

misleading to try to change this rather conservative view into a progressive one, as van der 

Pijl tried to do in 1996. Even though I do not want to follow Mohler’s characterization of 

Rosenstock-Huessy as a special case of the Conservative Revolutionary, it is undeniable that 

he was at the periphery of conservative circles before he left Germany in 1933 (Mohler 2005: 

161, 496). His friend Schmitt and most of the protagonists of the Patmos Circle and the 

Kreisau Circle kept a critical distance from German democracy and modernity after World 

War I. Their perception of democracy might have changed during the Third Reich, and some 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 http://www.talheimer.de/pressemitteilungen/57-pressemitteilungen.html. (Accessed 9 January 2013) 
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of them contributed to the German Resistance to Hitler, but in many cases the scepticism 

toward the modern age remained. I want to emphasize that I am not characterizing 

Rosenstock-Huessy politically, but if we define intellectual conservatism as a Denkstil 

marked by (1) a position of thinking-in-between immanence and transcendence, including 

elements like (2) opposition to modern academia, (3) opposition to crossing-out God, (4) a 

belief in eschatology and (5) a view of the end of history, then Rosenstock-Huessy’s thinking 

in the cross of reality is definitely an example of it. 

 

  



	   22	  

References 

Berman, H. J. 1983/2003. Law and Revolution, 2 vols. Cambridge MA: Harvard University 
Press. 	  

Blanke, H. W. 1991. Historiographiegeschichte als Historik. Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: 
Frommann-Holzboog. 

Bloch, M. 1982. Die Feudalgesellschaft, Frankfurt am Main: Propyläen. 
 
Cristaudo, W. 2012. Religion, Redemption and Revolution: The New Speech Thinking of 
Franz Rosenzweig and Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 

Fleck, L. 1980. Entstehung und Entwicklung einer wissenschaftlichen Tatsache: Einführung 
in die Lehre vom Denkstil und Denkkollektiv. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 

Foucault, M. 2006. Die Archäologie des Wissens. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 

Herrenbrück, F. 2012. Eugen Rosenstock-Huessys Taufdatum und Tauftext. In: Stünkel, K. 
(ed). 2012. Ins Kielwasser der Argo. Herforder Studien zu Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy. 
Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 31–57. 

Klenk, D. 2003. Metanomik. Quellenlehren jenseits der Denkgesetze: Eugen Rosenstock-
Huessys Wegbereitung vom ich-einsamen Denken der neuzeitlichen Philosophie zur gelebten 
Sprachvernunft. Münster: Agenda. 
 
Koselleck, R. 1984. ‘Revolution’. In: Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, vol. 5, München: Beck, 
653–788. 
 
Kuhn, T. S. 1962. Die Struktur wissenschaftlicher Revolutionen. Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp 
 
Latour, B. 1993. We Have Never Been Modern. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Leutzsch, A. 2009. Geschichte der Globalisierung als globalisierte Geschichte: Die 
historische Konstruktion der Weltgesellschaft bei Rosenstock-Huessy und Braudel. Frankfurt 
am Main: Campus. 
 
Mohler, A. and Weismann, K. 2005. Die Konservative Revolution in Deutschland 1918-1932. 
Ein Handbuch. Graz: Ares. 
 
Nolte, H. H. 2012. ‘Replik’. In: Erwägen-Wissen-Ethik, vol. 4, 454–471 (462: 55) 

Platzhoff, W. 1914. ‘Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy: Königshaus und Stämme in Deutschland 
zwischen 911 und 1250, Leipzig 1914’. In: Zeitschrift für Rechtsgeschichte (Germanische 
Abt.) 35: 524–527. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1912. Ostfalens Rechtsliteratur unter Friedrich II. Texte u. 
Untersuchungen. Weimar: Verlag Hermann Böhlaus Nachfolger. 
 



	   23	  

Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1920. Die Hochzeit des Kriegs und der Revolution. Würzburg: 
Patmos. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1951. Die Europäischen Revolutionen: Volkscharaktere und 
Staatenbildung, Stuttgart: Kohlhammer. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1956a. Des Christen Zukunft, oder Wir überholen die Moderne. 
München: Chr.-Kaiser.  
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1956b. Soziologie, 1: Die Übermacht der Räume. Stuttgart: 
Kohlhammer. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1958. ‘Wie lange noch Weltgeschichte?’ In Georg Müller (ed), Das 
Geheimnis der Universität. Wider den Verfall von Zeitsinn und Sprachkraft. Aufsätze und 
Reden aus den Jahren 1950 bis 1957. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer-Verlag, 214–235 

Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1964. Die Sprache des Menschengeschlechts, vol. 2. Heidelberg: 
Lambert Schneider. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1965. Dienst auf dem Planeten. Kurzweil und Langeweile im Dritten 
Jahrtausend. Mit Dokumenten. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer.  
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1965. Königshaus und Stämme in Deutschland zwischen 911 und 
1250. Aalen: Scientia. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1970. I am an Impure Thinker. Norwich, VT: Argo Books. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1993 [1938, 1966]. Out of Revolution. Autobiography of Western 
Man. Oxford: Berg.  
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1969 [1910]. Herzogsgewalt und Friedensschutz.  Deutsche 
Provinzialversammlungen des 9-12 Jahrhunderts. Aalen: Scientia.  
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1997 [1922]. Werkstattaussiedlung. Untersuchungen über den 
Lebensraum des Industriearbeiters. Moers: Brendow. 
 
Rosenstock-Huessy, E. 1988. ‘Der technische Fortschritt erweitert den Raum, verkürzt die 
Zeit und zerschlägt die menschliche Gruppe’. In Rudolf Hermeier (ed), Friedensbedingungen 
einer Weltwirtschaft: Zur Ökonomie der Zeit. Frankfurt am Main. 
 

Rosenzweig, F. 1988. Der Stern der Erlösung. Frankfurt: Suhrkamp. 



	   24	  

Rüsen, J. 1983. Historische Vernunft: Grundzüge einer Historik, vol. 1: Die Grundlagen der 
Geschichtswisenschaft. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.  
 

Stünkel, K. (ed). 2012. Ins Kielwasser der Argo. Herforder Studien zu Eugen Rosenstock-
Huessy. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann. 

Stünkel, K. 2012a. ‘Erschaffung der Zukunft. Zeit bei Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’. In: 
Stünkel, K. (ed). 2012. Ins Kielwasser der Argo. Herforder Studien zu Eugen Rosenstock-
Huessy. Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 139–172. 

Taubes, J. 2007. Abendländische Eschatologie. Berlin: Matthes & Seitz.  

van der Pijl, K. 1996. ‘A theory of transnational revolution: universal history according to 
Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy and its implications’. Review of International Political Economy 
3:2, 237–318. 

Wehler, H.-U. 2007. ‘Der einzige geniale Mann’. In Detlef Felken (ed), Ein Buch, das mein 
Leben verändert hat. München: Beck, 446–448. 
 
Winkler, H. A. 2007. ‘Die europäischen Revolutionen und die buchgläubigen Deutschen’. In 
Detlef Felken (ed), Ein Buch, das mein Leben verändert hat. München: Beck, 461–463. 
 



1 
 

Stasis and Eruption:  

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy as a Philosopher of ‘Event’ 

Peter J. Leithart 

 

In modern theology, ‘apocalyptic’ refers to a literary genre characterized by a narrative 

framework, angelic messengers, and secret revelations. Apocalyptic revelations disclose ‘a 

transcendent reality which is both temporal, insofar as it envisages eschatological salvation, and 

spatial insofar as it involves another, supernatural world’ (Collins 1998: 5). The message is often an 

eschatological one, the announcement of the world’s end, and apocalyptic writings and their 

associated hopes have often given rise to social movements dedicated to anticipating, speeding, or 

realizing the promised end (cf. Cohn 1970).  

Since the apocalypse of World War I, the scope of apocalyptic in theology has broadened, as 

‘young, brilliant, brash, and no doubt highly ambitious’ theologians began to brandish their 

‘exceedingly paradoxical’ apocalyptic theologies to purge the ills of modern culture and theology 

(Davis and Harink 2012: 3). In theologians like Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann, apocalypse was 

more than a genre, and had little to do with myths about the end of the physical universe. In Ernst 

Kasemann’s phrase, it was ‘the mother of all Christian theology’ (quoted in Collins 1998: 1). 

Apocalyptic has proven particularly useful for radical theologians, who, following the lead of 

Kierkegaard, are dedicated to upsetting the easy accommodations of liberal theology. ‘Developing 

the critique of bourgeois, liberal religion in Nietzsche, Kierkegaard, and Overbeck, they transformed 

the Protestant rejection of the theologia gloriae into a virtual mysticism, profoundly resistant to every 

positive objectification of God’ (Davis and Harink 2012: 3). Apocalyptic theology is today enjoying a 

renaissance, and for some of the same reasons. Apocalyptic disturbs settled opinion, resists fixities in 
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all forms, demands existential response. The searing rhetoric of apocalyptic is ideally suited to a 

summons to the slumbering: ‘Wake up!’  

Apocalyptic is no longer confined to the theologians. As Derrida said with characteristic 

playfulness, there is a ‘newly arisen apocalyptic tone in philosophy’ (Derrida 1993). ‘The global 

capitalist system is approaching an apocalyptic zero-point,’ writes the anti-theologian Slavoj Zizek at 

the beginning of his Living in the End Times (2010: x). Four horsemen stalk the plains: ‘ecological 

crisis, the consequences of the biogenetic revolution, imbalances within the system itself . . . and the 

explosive growth of social divisions and exclusions’ (Zizek 2010: x). Zizek means something 

analogous to the traditional understanding of apocalypse: Dreadful doom hangs over the world, and, 

as we shall see below, Zizek proposes an apocalyptically-infused response to the apocalypse. 

In a related vein, Alain Badiou makes the quasi-apocalyptic ‘Event’ the center of his 

philosophy. In a lecture, Badiou traces the sickness of contemporary philosophy, whether in its 

hermeneutic (Heidegger, Gadamer), its analytic (Wittgenstein and disciples), or its postmodern (you 

know who) guises, to two common flaws: all assume the end of metaphysics, which means the end 

of truth, and all assume that language is ‘the crucial site of thought.’  Badiou finds both of these 

assumptions disastrous. Philosophy is dead unless it can ‘establish itself beyond the multiplicity of 

language games’ (Depoortere 2009). Unless philosophy can affirm Truth, it has no way to stand 

against ‘the monetary uniformity imposed on us by global capitalism.’  

Truth cannot, however, be a traditionally transcendent truth communicated by revelation, 

nor can it be reliant on the foundational certainties of Cartesian modernity, nor the result of rigorous 

Kantian reasoning. Faith in truth cannot assume any unity in the universe. Instead, true philosophy 

must risk adhering to a ‘fixed point within discourse, a point of interruption,’ an event to which one 

remains absolutely loyal. Hence Badiou’s interest in Paul, whom he considers ‘a poet-thinker of the 

event.’   Badiou (2003) has no interest or belief in the specifics of the gospel Paul preaches, but only 
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in the formal structure of a Paul who announces a great event that defines truth in terms of 

faithfulness to the Event. Paul’s letters ‘are in no way . . . narratives, in the manner of the Gospels, 

or theoretical treatises, of the kind later by the Church Fathers, or the lyrical prophecies, such as the 

Apocalypse attributed to John.’ No, ‘they are interventions.’ Paul ‘propounds a speech of rupture, and 

writing ensues when necessary’ (Badiou 2003: 31). 

Paul is the anti-philosopher, who resists every attempt to confine the gospel events into a 

system, most especially every attempt to manipulate the gospel to make it a form of Greek ‘wisdom’ 

that draws its conclusions from the order of the cosmos, the way things always are. Nor can Paul be 

bundled together with the Jews, for whom signs play the role that wisdom plays in Greek 

philosophy. Jewish ‘discourse’ is the discourse of the exception, ‘because the prophetic sign, the 

miracle, election, designate transcendence as that which lies behind the natural totality’ (Badiou 

2003: 41). Neither wisdom nor signs define Paul’s discourse. Following Paul’s lead, one cannot start 

from the Whole or from the Exception; one can be neither Greek nor Jew but ‘must proceed from 

the event as such,’ which Badiou describes as ‘a-cosmic and illegal, refusing integration into any 

totality and signaling nothing’ (Badiou 2003: 4). For Paul, one event-complex, the incarnation, death, 

and resurrection of Jesus is the touchstone of everything, the touchstone of ‘physics’ and ‘ethics.’  

Badiou clarifies by distinguishing discourses of the Father from those of the Son. Paternal 

discourses ‘bind communities in a form of obedience (to the Cosmos, the Empire, God, or the 

Law).’ One (Greek) is a universalizing discourse of the Father; the other (Jewish) is a particular 

discourse of the Father. What is needed for what Badiou identifies as a true universal is a ‘discourse 

of the Son’ (Badiou 2003: 42), a discourse that is ‘absolutely new,’ a discourse of rupture, mimicking 

God’s sending of the Son that that constitutes and ‘signifies primarily an intervention within 

History.’ Through this intervention, Nietzsche says, history is ‘‘broken in two,’ rather than governed 

by a transcendental reckoning in conformity with the laws of an epoch. The sending (birth) of the 
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son names this rupture. That it is the son, not the father, who is exemplary, enjoins us not to put our 

trust any longer in any discourse laying claim to the form of mastery’ (Badiou 2003: 43).  Badiou’s 

Event is a permanent apocalypse, a messianic advent that never arrives: ‘Christ is a coming; he is what 

interrupts the previous regime of discourses, Christ is, in himself and for himself, what happens to us’ 

(48).  

Badiou’s philosophy has affinities with the apocalyptic outlook of other thinkers, but his 

understanding of the Event is more focused and personal. Badiou’s own Damascus Road is less 

transcendent than Paul’s: It is the revolt of May 1968. That political and cultural upheaval became 

the defining moment of Badiou’s life. A philosophy loyal to the Event is characterized by revolt, 

logic, universality, and risk – all the features of genuine philosophy. In Badiou, May 1968 fits into 

the slot occupied by Christ’s death and resurrection in Paul’s theology. May 1968 is the Event to 

which Badiou declares his loyalty, the eruption that paradoxically gives stability and direction to life. 

Badiou’s Event philosophy has affinities with the work of Derrida and Walter Benjamin. 

Derrida reflects that the apocalyptic command to ‘Come,’ which calls the event that is yet to come, 

cannot be encompassed with any logic, including the ‘onto-theo-eschatology’ of the event. Derrida 

has himself been read as an apocalyptic philosopher, and he admits that apocalyptic discourse has 

the capacity to elude censors and to ‘dismantle the dominant contract or concordat’ (160). Yet the 

apocalyptic does not disclose an actual end. Were the advent to arrive, it would mean a closure that 

would violate apocalyptic discourse itself. What apocalypse finally reveals, he suggests, is the 

demystification of apocalyptic itself. What is announced is ‘an apocalypse without apocalypse, an 

apocalypse without vision, without truth, without revelation’ (Derrida 1993: 167). Likewise, despite 

Benjamin’s debt to Kabbalic sources, he has no interest in their interpretive practices or their texts. 

What he takes from Kabbalah is the sheerly formal reality of the ‘lightning flash’ of a messianic 
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moment, which has the advantage of disrupting and subverting all pretenses of utopia (O’Regan 

2009: 61-68). 

For Badiou and the rest, though, the Event is only identifiable as such against the 

background of non-eventful reality. Events disrupt fixity, permanence, stability, stasis. Eruptions 

bubble up from a smooth and placid surface. But if all is multiplicity all the way down, how does 

one account for that fixity, or even the appearance of fixity? If all is multiplicity, so that it is really 

impossible to speak of ‘all’ at all, it would seem that all is also event. But if that is the case, the Event 

cannot stand free of its context to compel adherence and loyalty. There is also the problem of 

judgment. After all, Heidegger (for some time at least) considered Hitler an Ereignis in very much the 

sense that Badiou means. More practically, or aesthetically, the spectacle of a now-elderly French 

academic (Badiou was born in 1937) adhering gamely to 1968 is not a little embarrassing. The 

Guardian reporter who interviewed Badiou in May 2012 noticed the gleam that came to his eyes as he 

spoke of his life between 1968-1980, ‘as if he’s recalling an old love affair he can never forget’ 

(Jeffries 2012).  

 This sketch isolates some of the problems in recent treatments of apocalyptic, and points to 

ways in which the work of Rosenstock-Huessy contributes to contemporary thought. Rosenstock is 

as much a thinker of the Event as Badiou, but he is able to explain how Eventful disruptions leave 

their mark in ordinary life. He radicalizes and universalizes Event, but is able to give a compelling 

account of the Eventfulness of the everyday.  

The following pages are mostly expositional, but within the exposition is an implied 

explanation of Rosenstock’s extraordinary version of the apocalyptic explanation. It is due to two 

basic and related features of all his work: His historical concreteness on the one hand, and his 

Christian orthodoxy on the other. He is able to navigate the issues of eruption and statis because his 

thought is infused with the particularity of the incarnation, death, and resurrection of Jesus. 
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I. Calendars and Revolution. 

Liberal Christianity dispensed with the primitive apocalypticism that confesses a real end of 

the world, but for Rosenstock-Huessy, the central affirmation of the creed is that ‘Christians believe 

in an end of the world, not only once but again and again’ (1946:61-61; emphasis added). This is not 

simply a statement about repeated catastrophes, but a confession of faith in the intervention of Last 

Judgment into history. For Rosenstock, past faith in a final future judgment was of the essence of 

Christian faith and the motor of Christian energy. If there is a final judgment, then there is a 

trajectory to history, as it moves from the Alpha of creation toward the Omega point of the unity of 

the human race. These twin dimensions of judgment – the reality of real endings in the middle of 

history and the movement toward a final accounting – were essential to the Christian understanding 

of progress in history. Without a real final judgment, history is headed nowhere; without apocalypses 

in the midst of time, events simply accumulate one after the other, leaving no way to discern the 

beginnings and endings of epochs. Christian faith in a final judgment thus gave the world a vision of 

a unified history. As that faith withers under the influence of liberal theology, the West is left only 

with a vision of ‘progresses,’ technical improvements in the absence of hope for the progress of 

humanity as such. Rosenstock sees this failure of faith in the abandonment of the Christian division 

of time into BC and AD, which ‘signifies the capitulation of theology before “science”’ and is ‘part 

of the suicide of Europe’ (1946:73). 

Against this Christian creedal background, Rosenstock tells the story of Western history and 

the Christian church as a series of ‘apocalypses,’ eruptive revolutions that remake time, language, and 

human experience. Revolution is not an odd anomaly in political history. Rather, ‘there is no 

Christian country and no national character which can boast that it is founded on evolutionary 

institutions alone’ (quoted in Cristaudo 2012: 250). Again and again, Rosenstock says, the church has 
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been dead, but it has always risen again, often with more brilliance than before. Out of the carnage 

of the church’s bloodletting, she has produced a Dante, a More, a Luther (Cristaudo 2012: 209). 

Apocalypse settles out in the church’s ‘risen’ life. 

The Western revolution most closely connected with Christian eschatology is the Papal 

Revolution of Gregory VII, which Rosenstock describes as the first total revolution. At its heart, the 

Papal revolution was mutiny against the papacy’s reliance on the palace: ‘The papacy cut the direct 

and domestic relation between throne and altar in every manor or palace, and claimed the right to be 

guardian and spokesman for every local representative of the spirit.’  The key issue was the election 

of the Pope, and ‘what the reform party did tackle immediately was the exclusion of the Roman 

nobility from the election of the pope.’ Behind this severance of the palace from the Papacy was the 

papal obsession with the orb, the world. Popes announced their decisions urbi et orbi, as the urbs came 

to contain the entire orbis.  This vision of a universal city had a direct political effect in the Crusades, 

when the Pope was able to go over the heads of the various political rulers to summon troops to 

battle. ‘By summoning the Christians to Jerusalem, the papacy resuscitated the maritime character of 

the old Roman Empire.’  In all these ways, the Pope functioned as the ‘true emperor’ of Europe 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 533). 

 Popes saw this as a revival of Pauline spirit.  Though claiming to be successors of Peter, Paul 

was invoked because of his universality, a view expressed in Peter Damian’s remark that Paul ‘is the 

right arm of God, held out over the whole breadth of the earth, presiding over all churches’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 534).  Paul was also called upon to support the doctrine of two swords; 

as a Benjamite, he was associated with spiritual and temporal authority.  Thus, the new papal power 

was defended by appeals to both Peter and Paul: ‘The symbol of St. Paul, now reclaimed from the 

emperor, ceased to lead the unorganized movements in the Church against the established order.  

This prophetic function was forgotten for four hundred years, until it was re-invoked by Luther.’  
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When later medievals attacked the Papacy, they did it in the name of John, and hoped not for a 

Pauline but for a Johannine age to dawn (2938: 535). 

 This medieval revolution was intertwined with the apocalyptic poetry of Dante’s Commedia, 

which for the first time united planetary revolutions with human history by making the ‘revolutions 

of the stars the symbols of life, and their motivation identical with the passions of our own life’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 500). Dante also gave expression to the imperial ideology of the time, 

according to which the emperor’s interventions and judgments functioned as a foretaste of the final 

divine Judge. As he campaigned through Europe, ‘in Italy, in Poland, in France, in Burgundy, in 

Hungary, the emperor protected widows and orphans, the poor and the weak, against the local 

politician.’ The least serf could appeal over the head of the lord of the manor to the emperor’s court, 

thus putting the emperor ‘in judgment over the wickedness of local despots’ as a ‘legal vicar of the 

terrors of the Last Judgment’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 502). The Last Judgment also supported a 

unified vision of Europe as a single world. As the final judgment transcended all local and partial 

judgments, and so unified and equalized humanity, so the emperor’s court transcended local powers 

and unified the peoples of Europe in a new Christian Roman empire. Rosenstock provocatively 

suggests that ‘the Empire . . .  was a Christian democracy’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 507). 

 The greatest contribution of the Last Judgment to the medieval revolution came through the 

insertion of All Souls into the Christian calendar. Through the celebration of All Souls, the church 

‘established the solidarity of all souls from the beginning of the world to the end of time’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 507). It was truly the democracy of the dead, an embrace of death’s role 

as the great equalizer into the heart of Christian civilization, and in this way ‘revealed man’s dignity, 

his claim not to be thrown into the fire like a weed, but to be judged’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 

509). Consistent with the universal vision of All Souls, Odilo of Cluny initiated universal prayers in 
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his monasteries: ‘Up to that time, monks had prayed only for their abbey, their relatives, their 

friends, their connections’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 509).  

All Souls was a decree of emancipation because it incorporated the reality of death into the 

rhythm of life, a calendrical embodiment of the gospel of the resurrection of the dead. For 

Rosenstock, apocalyptic eruption of speech forms, molds, and articulates history (see Leithart 2010). 

Past and future are divided from each other by events and, importantly, our talk about events. The 

present becomes something more than the knife-edge of the passing moment because our speech 

and our listening create ‘bodies of time’ with discernible beginnings and endings – the time of the 

play, the time of the game, the age of Victoria. Time is humanized, and it is no longer simply natural 

passage and movement, nor simply the dead time of the clock of physics, but historical time. These 

articulations of time are determined by human action. Humans act in revolutionary ways, and these 

revolutionary disruptions settle into a new social world through the human power to pronounce 

dead what is dead and to speak new things into being. Everything depends on getting the timing 

right. Rotten societies cannot be, and ought not be, propped up. Rosenstock is on the side of the 

revolutionaries. But the dead must be pronounced dead at the right time. Too early or too late, a 

death certificate multiplies violence and needless destruction (Cristaudo 2012: 245).  

Humanized time becomes culturally embodied in calendars, which mark out the normal time 

of a civilization. Calendars reveal history as the ‘autobiography’ of a race, ultimately the unified 

autobiography of the entire human race.  Rosenstock-Huessy notes at the beginning of Out of 

Revolution that mankind would lack autobiography if human society had ‘always been like modern 

society: completely sensational, totally forgetful, and wonderfully devoid of memory.’  But humanity 

has not always been so: ‘mankind has always, with the utmost tenacity, cultivated its calendar,’ and 

this is in itself a cultivation of memory. ‘A day introduced into the calendar or a day stricken out of 

the calendar, means a real change in the education and tradition of a nation.  Mankind writes its own 
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history long before the historians visit its battlefields; days, festivals, holidays, the order of meals, 

rest and vacations, together with religiously observed rituals and symbols, are sources of political 

history, though rarely used by the average political or economic historian’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 

8).  

 Rosenstock-Huessy details many examples of how revolutions marked the calendar, 

articulated the Western past, and shaped its historical memory, but I will limit myself to one 

illustration, the Soviet calendar.  In 1918, the Revolutionaries adopted the Gregorian calendar, 

synchronizing Russian time with the time of the West. At the same time, ‘local authorities began to 

emulate the French Revolution by altering the names of the months and days, substituting the 

names of old peasant leaders for Easter and Christmas, for example.’ The national government 

suppressed these local innovations, but also began a variety of calendrical forms.  In 1929, they 

introduced a five-day week, and abolished the common day of rest. One effect was to undermine 

family and religious life: ‘A man and a wife would never have the same day off unless they were in 

the same “labour calendar.”  In a family of more working individuals it became still more difficult to 

synchronize the leisure time.  Consequently, family ties were broken up as much as religion’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 121). 

 A common day of rest was re-introduced in 1932, and by 1936 the Revolution had 

introduced a thorough revision of the calendar: ‘Whereas the year of 365 days remains divided into 

twelve months, two parallel weeks have been introduced, one of seven, and the other of six days.  

Labour, ministry and rest are to be regulated by the shorter, government and international 

intercourse by the longer.  The rest days of the labour week fall on the sixth, twelfth, eighteen, 

twenty-fourth and thirtieth day of each month, with March 1 taking the place of the fifth rest day of 

February’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1938: 121-2). Extra holidays were fixed – five in the first order, ten 

or twelve of second-order – far fewer than the pre-Revolutionary calendar based on inherited from 
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the Orthodox church.  Lenin Day is celebrated on January 22, and the minor holidays celebrate 

‘Youth, Women, Sports, Anti-War’: ‘A new polytheism of group ideals is established.  Great powers 

and principalities: Labour, Youth, Womanhood, Peace sway this world in endless recurrence’ (1938: 

122).  

In this discussion, Rosenstock shows in concrete detail how the Event of the Russian 

Revolution becomes incorporated into the life of Russia through the calendar. Though the calendar 

signifies the ‘stasis’ of time and is a marker of ‘normal time,’ it is constituted by disruptions. Without 

revolution, the calendar would have no shape; ‘normal’ time would be un-articulated, truly 

inarticulate. The calendar is a mechanism for inserting apocalyptic events into the rhythms of 

society, for taking up death into daily life. 

 

II. Event in Everyday. 

In contrast to Badiou and Benjamin, Rosenstock-Huessy sees the world as an inherently 

tumultuous place and life as inherently distended, stretched, torn, and broken. History is not a 

darkness punctuated by a few bursts of light. Rosenstock radicalizes Eventfulness to highlight how 

surprise, rupture, breach, and eruption are daily occurrences. More theologically, for Rosenstock the 

apocalypse of the cross is not an occasional occurrence, but the very stuff of human life. We live in 

agony on the cross, pulled and torn at every moment, and yet at any moment we may also share in 

resurrection. Death and resurrection is not a rupture in a smooth surface of normalcy. Like Zizek, 

Rosenstock says that the surface is a rupture, but he is able to show far more fully than Zizek the 

daily disruptions of death and renewal. Rosenstock encompasses both large-scale apocalypse – the 

end of a world and the beginning of a new – and the liveliness of everyday life in a single framework, 

centered on the cross. 
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Everyday Eventfulness comes into particular focus in Rosenstock’s treatment of language. 

He is scornful of language philosophy for abstracting language from the situations in which humans 

speak and write. ‘For Wittgenstein,’ he writes, ‘philosophy is no more and no less than the analysis 

of statements in terms of other statements; what a living person does or should do about any state is 

not the province of philosophy.’ Wittgenstein, Russell and the rest ignore the reality of words and 

symbols, and their ‘active and activating power’ that not only comes from but can ‘even make 

human history.’ For all their logic, language philosophers remain human beings, a fact evident when 

they respond in anger to the charge that they are illogical and unreasonable: That is, they ‘respond 

illogically and unreasonably to at least the ‘sacred names’ of Logic and Reason’ (quoted in Cristaudo 

2012: 69). Philosophy in general has ‘unphilosophical,’ existential roots. Notable philosophers from 

Paracelsus to Descartes all the way to Nietzsche are ‘sons of the catastrophes through which they 

suffered.’ When other philosophers suffer other catastrophes, their suffering will squeeze out 

something else; prior philosophy must be ‘changed, must be lived down’ (quoted in Cristaudo 2012: 

75). Language philosophy tries to suppress the Events that force speech from us. The bias of 

linguistics against rupture runs deep. Rosenstock spots an error in the basic assumption that 

language is a tool of the mind, used primarily to express thought. That theory is understandable 

coming from comfortable tenured professors, but in reality speech is a bid to overcome death or to 

‘enhance the love that has befallen us’ (quoted in Cristaudo 2012: 79, 81). Speech does not mainly 

function to communicate thought, but to awaken us from slumber (Cristaudo 2012: 87).  

Positively, Rosenstock’s grammatical sociology highlights the very features of language that 

language philosophy ignores. The dogmas of grammar are the final bastion of antiquity: ‘The schools 

have shelved Euclidean geometry, Ptolemaic astronomy, Galenian medicine, Roman law and 

Christian dogma,’ but cling to ‘ancient grammatical dogma’ (Rosenstock-Huessy1970: 98).  The 

problem with the ‘Alexandrian table of grammar’ that every beginning Latin student employs (amo, 
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amas, amat, etc.) is that ‘all persons are put through the same drill.  They all seem to speak in the 

same manner.’ On the Alexandrian system, ‘all these sentences can and should be treated as of the 

same social character’ (1970: 100). The texture of speech is smoothed over in what Rosenstock 

describes as a ‘fatal error’ (1970: 100), because ‘amo and amas are treated as though they too were 

mere statements of fact as amat’ (1970: 108).  

Existentially, grammatical persons are not on a par. We utter ‘amat’ or ‘amatur’ without any 

stake in the sentence we utter. The distancing third person can be uttered only by someone on the 

outside of the relationship of love, only by someone for whom the love spoken of is powerless. 

Third-person talk of God has the same effect: ‘God in prayer, God in the ten commandments – is 

the living God. God as the object of theology is powerless, a mere third person.’ The negation of the 

third person is a double-negation, not only abstracting the speaker from his speech but from the 

listener as well.  Bill and Ted might debate the truth of amat concerning Al, but the outcome of the 

debate is indifferent to Bill and Ted.  Only when we recognize this double negation can we see ‘the 

abyss between the objective third person in amat and the two conversing people who exchange their 

views about him as subject and preject’ (1970: 100-2).  

If amat represents stasis, the first person represents a moment of rupture. Amat implies no 

commitment from either the speaking subject or the hearing preject, but amo is risky business.  To 

speak amo is to admit I am involved in the act of which we speak.  I cannot say amo detachedly, 

without self-commitment; if I do, I am guilty of deception. Anyone who says amo ‘runs a risk which 

he does not run in speaking of somebody else!  He runs the risk of destroying the act to which the 

sentence testifies’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970: 102). As every Shakespearean romantic comedy shows, 

a man who says amo risks interference – from a rival, from parents, from the law (1970: 103).  Amo is 

socially disruptive in a way that amat is not. A report that says ‘amat’ doesn’t change anything; it 

conservatively describes what is already the case.  But ‘the speaker of a sentence in the first person 
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cannot help changing his own social situation simply by divulging any act, thought, feeling, intention 

of himself’ (1970: 103).  Because of the risks, amo tends to be uttered in the safety of a private space: 

‘To the world, if I am intelligent at all, I shall not say amo but uxor mea est.  That is, I shall transform 

the first person sentence into a third person sentence,’ since the latter does not invite interference, 

rivalry, jealousy, wrath (1970: 104).  

 To utter the first person, one must break through a natural reluctance to express what is 

within.  To utter a second person sentence, we have to break through the reluctance of a hearer to 

hear.  To speak a sentence in the second person is always to assume an office; there is an implicit 

hierarchy in every ‘you.’  Even if the statement is simply ‘you have bad breath,’ it assumes that the 

speaker has some authority to speak, or it will be greeted with a response ranging between 

indifference and a punch in the snoot: ‘Why is advice unasked for never given successfully?  Because 

it has no power to unlock the recipient’s ear’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970: 106).  To utter a second-

person sentence, we have to convert the hearer into a listener (1970: 106). In sum, ‘the speaker of 

amo has made up his mind to break his silence about himself although this means running the risk of 

intervention.  The listener of amas has made up his mind to invite interference.  The speaker and 

listener of amat have nothing to readjust in their own political attitude before they listen to this fact.  

They are neither defying nor inviting interference in their own affairs’ (1970: 106).   

Amo and amas disrupt not only the life of the speaker but that of the listener. Robert Jenson 

has made the Rosenstockian observation that every utterance breaks into the listener’s world and 

opens up fresh possibility for the future. If I say ‘I love you,’ I forcibly present some options to the 

hearer – to respond in kind, to recoil, to draw near or to flee. A personal address is always an 

implicit second-person; despite its strict grammatical form ‘Good morning’ is not an indicative 

statement about the weather but an invitation to conversation. Like amo, it breaks into the life of the 
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hearer and forces him or her to choose a future – to smile, to extend the conversation, to look 

desperately for another seat on the bus (Jenson 1995). 

 Whoever speaks kills and makes alive (Rosenstock-Huessy 1963: 1.143; ‘Wer spricht, toten 

und macht lebendig’). We miss this power of language because we learn grammar in a form that 

already embodies the Cartesian primacy of the Ego, a grammar that makes the “I” the ‘first person.’ 

On the contrary, Rosenstock insists, ‘all our experience teaches us exactly the opposite of this Greek 

premise, that the single “I” is primary.’  A child develops by ‘gradually stak[ing] out its borders as an 

independent entity,’ by siphoning out the ‘thousand cares, impressions, and influences which 

surround, flow around, and beset it.’  What a child first recognizes is not a world, nor father and 

mother, but ‘that it is spoken to’: ‘It is smiled at, entreated, rocked, comforted, punished, given 

presents, or nourished.  It is first a “you” to a powerful being outside itself – above all to its parents’ 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1988: 16).  Goethe said that a father is always his daughter’s first god. 

Rosenstock-Huessy agrees, adding that ‘He is so because he is present for his daughter before her 

own “I” is, and because he bestows on her the consciousness of herself, by addressing her as “you”’ 

(1988: 16). Rupture is not a break in the social foundation. Small-scale ruptures happen all the time, 

in second-person address, imperatives, in first-person self-expressions. Rupture is foundational. 

Epoch-making apocalyptic events echo in the Event of daily speech. 

 Not all social relations, not all speech situations, not all forms of silence, are the same. When 

two or three are gathered, they may possess a single spirit of unanimity, they may split, they may be 

cautious, and the may be strangers. In the first case, speaker and listener already share one spirit as 

members of the same ‘in-group.’ When two meet as strangers, they are ‘outside’ one another, with 

no common spirit and no common language, and the mode of speech and listening is different. 

Speech situations may involve old and young, as the old utter sacramental words to be repeated by 

the young; or friends in agreement, so that their relation is like a soloist and a chorus; strangers are 
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people in disagreement, and depend on question and answer; and leader and led are in a command 

and response relationship (1970: 124). In sum,  

 

Magister and disciple, singer and chorus, leader and respondent are of equal originality in 

their linguistic situation as the interlocutors of a discussion in the form of question and 

answer.  By isolating the interrogatory mood, the origin of question and answer was 

inexplicable until today.  As soon as we compare the prosaic process of question and answer 

to its parallels in historical tradition (formula and repetition), in musical unanimity (singer 

and chorus), in political challenge (imperative and response), question and answer are 

disclosed as one application of the general principle of social relations to be established 

through speech, the application to the meeting of two people from different spaces, and 

therefore of a different standard of objectivity (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970: 126). 

 

One of the themes highlighted in this paragraph is the centrality of imperatives. Contrary to 

modern prejudice, imperatives are emancipating, not confining. ‘Love God and your neighbor as 

yourself’ are the most freeing words ever spoken.  A command cuts through the confusion and 

paralysis of indecision and forces us to action.  We act only if we are ‘able to hear without 

[ourselves] the clear-cut alternative: shall I do this, or not do this?’  The ‘disease of our time’ is a 

problem of ‘conflicting suggestions in great number,’ and only an authoritative ‘Do this’ cuts 

through and leads to action. The fundamental imperative, however, is the imperative ‘Listen’ or ‘Be 

interested.’  This is not only the general imperative behind all other imperatives, but it is the 

imperative behind all other forms of speech.  The scientist carries out his objective science in 

response to a summons, ‘Let there be science!’  Rosenstock illustrates the more general point by 

thinking through the phrase ‘The darkened moon.’  This may be a piece of lyrical speech, part of a 
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poem; it might be a narrative, part of a story; it could be a phrase from a scientific treatise.  But 

behind all these is the imperative: ‘Look, the darkened moon.’  Each of these is intonated differently: 

The poetic speech is rhythmical and emotional, the factual definition is pronounced with accent, the 

story aims at propriety.  But these all depend on an emphatic statement, ‘Look!  A Darkened Moon!  

Pay attention!  Listen!  Hear!’ If there is an implied imperative in every utterance, there is likewise a 

possibility for ‘apocalyptic’ intervention every time we speak and listen. Every conversation is 

potentially life-changing. Every time we open our mouths, we may end an era and begin a new one, 

both for ourselves and for our hearers. 

 In Rosenstock’s grammatical sociology, in short, everyday language is Eventful speech. 

Imperatives, names, direct second-person address, first-person revelations are the stuff of social 

interaction, and each of them would be a rupture in the fabric, did the fabric exist at all. For 

Rosenstock-Huessy, the fabric is itself constituted by rupture. Certain events loom larger than 

others, but eventfulness is the ordinary course of life.  

 

III. Conclusion. 

Rosenstock’s emphasis on the Eventfulness of the everyday and his sensitivity to the 

apocalyptic shape of history enables him to incorporate the best insights of the postmodern thinkers 

with whom we began, and to transcend them. He subsumes both apocalypse and philosophies of the 

Event in a larger outlook, the cross of reality. From Rosenstock’s perspective, Derrida is right to 

insist that apocalypse is a ‘transcendental’ mode of speech, right to see it in the imperative ‘Come’ 

(Derrida 1993: 156-7). To that insight, however, Rosenstock adds rich and concrete detail, both with 

regard to everyday uses of language and with regard to the apocalyptic impact of historical events. 

Within his framework, Rosenstock can include the kind of life-forming event that Badiou describes. 

Each day’s imperatives and addresses confront speakers and listeners with the possibility of a fresh 
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path into the future, but Rosenstock recognizes that specific events may decisively shape an 

individual’s life. For Rosenstock, the Event of all events was World War I, a truly epoch-shattered, 

apocalyptic event in history that sent its aftershocks into Rosenstock through the remainder of his 

life.  

Rosenstock transcends contemporary thinkers of apocalypse, however, because he maintains 

connections between apocalyptic or eschatology in the normal Christian sense and the everyday 

Eventfulness that I have described. The cross and resurrection of Jesus, and the promise of final 

judgment, lie at the heart of his understanding of Eventfulness, both in everyday life and in larger 

historical movements. 

Rosenstock’s description of language provides the best evidence of the theological ground of 

his philosophy of Eventfulness. Speech removes the skin that separates human beings and unites 

together in a single complex action, and for Rosenstock-Huessy this dynamic articulates time into 

‘bodies’ with distinct beginnings and endings. An order given by one person initiates a series of 

actions by those who are under his orders; but the action is not done until it is reported back – not 

in an imperative but in an indicative. The order-and-report sequence creates ‘one common time’ 

between the commander and the one obeying the order, a ‘supertime’ that ‘neglects the separation of 

two bodies and their biological times.’  Speech creates a single time.  This is not accurately described 

as a ‘common frame of reference’ since a ‘“frame” seems to exist outside our sayings or acts.”  It is 

rather a ‘field of correspondence’ that ‘breaks down the separation of two “self-contained” bodies; it 

gets “under the skin,” and they act as a single will from the moment the order is given to the 

moment it is reported fulfilled.  After this, the field collapses and disappears’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 

1981: 47). Time in daily experience as in historical events is articulated, textured, given its specific 

contours by our speech. 
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Speech has this time-shaping power because it has the capacity to declare beginnings and 

endings. The past is not past until we pronounce it so; the dead must be certified as dead; the dead 

must be buried with fitting rites and words. Rosenstock provides a concrete illustration: ‘As long as 

people have not said so, they may sleep, eat, work together, and yet not be married at all.’ Until they 

pronounce the ‘I do’ of their wedding vows, they have not closed off their bachelor options 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1946: 79). For Rosenstock, only this distinguishes a Christian view of time from 

pagan cyclicism: ‘the cycle is an eternal myth at which we stare,’ while Christian progress arises from 

‘an act of our own creative faith,’ an act that simultaneously declares what is dead and opens a 

pathway to the future (1946: 79). 

Rosenstock links this power of speech to the Christian gospel, which, he claims, is 

fundamentally an eschatological announcement. Paganism resisted death, and creatively constructed 

mechanisms of death avoidance. Christianity embraces the reality of death in life, and turns the old 

common sense on its head: Instead of accepting that life leads to death, Christianity claimed that 

death opens up life, and thereby made it possible for human beings to re-enact the death and 

resurrection of Jesus over and over within history. Jesus was the first to live ‘from the end of time back 

into his own age’ (1946: 67), since by the resurrection He lives on the far side of death. Christians 

follow Jesus in putting to death their old selves, their old loyalties, allegiances, social networks, 

confident of a life beyond that grave. In this way, humanity ‘has acquired partnership in God’s 

deepest wisdom, when to let go, when to say farewell, when to end a chapter of evolution’ (1946: 

68). It is the wisdom to end, to declare the dead to be dead, without being paralyzed by the fear of 

death but instead being buoyed by the confidence of new life. Christianity and future are 

synonymous (1946: 62), but that is only because the ‘last judgment’ and the ‘end of the world’ have 

been embraced in the middle of history, only because of the incorporation of apocalyptic endings 

and new beginnings into daily experience.  
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By the same token, Rosenstock’s biblical conception of creation ex nihilo also supports an 

apocalyptic outlook. In ancient mythologies and philosophies, the cosmos takes shape from a 

formless but somehow-existing prime matter. That matter may be chaotic, but it provides a 

background for the emergence of an ordered world. For Christianity, though, creation is itself 

eruption, a bringing-into-being of something when there was nothing. There is no pre-existing 

surface to disrupt. Creation is sheer disruption, and new creation is a volcano in the midst of the 

upheavals of history, a volcano that gives birth to more, to recurring, fresh upheavals. Rosenstock is 

thus able to sustain his vision of everyday Eventfulness – of moment-by-moment disruption, 

challenge, break, new paths – and of apocalypse – of dramatic epoch-forming upheavals – only 

because of his commitment to Christian faith. 
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Towards Planetary Society  

 

The Institutionalization of Love in the Work of Rosenstock-Huessy, Rosenzweig, and 

Levinas 

 

Abstract  

 

Different and even contradictory cultural repertoires and lifestyles, need to cooperate on a 

global scale. This is not only an indispensable requirement for maintaining peace, but also for 

maintaining a sufficient level of globalized production. Together we need to decide in what 

direction the emerging world society should evolve. If there is no common yardstick to 

decide, the value trade-offs and compromises to be forged in worldwide struggles will be 

subject to power games or arbitrary opinion. This essay explores what three important 

representatives of the dialogical philosophical tradition contribute to this question. First I shall 

describe a few problems that illustrate the urgency of the question. Next I shall test the 

answers of Emmanuel Levinas, Franz Rosenzweig, and Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy to this 

question. I argue that Rosenstock-Huessy developed the most refined method for dealing with 

the problem of contending values.  

 

Keywords: responsibility, love, institutionalization, revelation, redemption, intercultural 

communication, development 
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Introduction 

 

In the modern world we employ different types of discourse: cultural, national, even 

professional. There are warnings of a clash between cultures (Huntington 1996) and the 

values fostered by different traditions. The use of reason is not sufficient to set priorities 

between them. Various postmodern philosophies of the twentieth century have suggested that 

reason itself is not much more than a set of institutionalized discourses (Bauman 1993). How 

then to find common ground? Where there is no common ground, human speech might have 

the power to create common ground. But that will require that speech lift us out of our 

hardened worldviews and value sets. It should take us beyond ourselves.  

 

It is this capacity for speaking and listening that was explored by Rosenstock-Huessy and a 

close circle of friends gathered in the so-called Patmos group during the First World War. 

This war was a worldwide crisis caused by nation-states each of them considering themselves 

as superior to the others. The Patmos circle was in the forefront of understanding the potential 

of speech to create common ground between diverse national, religious, and cultural 

discourses. The power of speech as revealed in the grammatical method proposed by 

Rosenstock-Huessy still remains an important key for intercultural cooperation, management, 

and dialogue. Especially in the sphere of politics and economics we cannot afford to leave 

intercultural dialogue on the level simply of mutual respect and understanding. Perhaps we 

can do so if we are only moving around as tourists between different cultures. But when we 

are serious, we have to establish priorities, accept trade-offs, and decide the tricky question: 

Whose priorities in terms of values must be followed in order to maintain or create peace and 

maintain and increase the required level of economic production?  
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I will start by giving a few examples of such dilemmas. Next I will refer to Emmanuel 

Levinas as an important recent representative of the dialogical tradition. From there I will 

move further back in history to Franz Rosenzweig, who is one of the main sources of 

inspiration for Levinas. Finally I will turn to Rosenstock-Huessy in order to explore his 

grammatical method. In the end I will return to the question of what we have gained by this 

exercise for an understanding of intercultural communication and management. 

 

Caught Up Between Modernity and Tradition 

 

India is modernizing. Nevertheless, around 70 percent of the population still lives in rural 

areas in mostly poor circumstances, and old traditions have a long life in the rural areas of 

India. Social control by higher castes over lower castes is prevalent and the domination of 

women by men is strong. In some cases the impact of modernity makes matters even worse, 

such as when modern medical equipment is used to determine whether an unborn fetus is a 

boy or a girl. Due to this modern technology significantly more boys happen to be born. 

Sometimes even charity from the West reinforces the old system. Such is the case when water 

pumps with filter systems for drinking water, paid for by Western NGOs, are installed under 

the authority of the village council. They may end up in the backyards of the important and 

rich families and in the end increase their authority and power. Things are changing, slowly. 

The practice that boys get a bicycle if they go to school but girls don’t, is now overridden by 

recently introduced government policy that provides girls with a bike, when they go to school, 

paid for by the government.  
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Maintaining parliamentarism and democracy is in itself a great achievement in India, and in 

addition, huge amounts of money are being spent on rural development. But at the same time 

the general attitude towards low status, poor farmers is arrogant and demeaning, and the 

money is not spent very effectively. All of this amounts to a trickle-up effect. The money 

intended for poor relief is skimmed off by each lower echelon in the hierarchy. By the time it 

reaches the bottom, nothing is left. The Indian state is ‘ideologically committed to equality’, 

but ‘It is this commitment to equality, to the redistribution of dignity, and to the inclusion of 

the formerly marginal that makes the continued violence enacted on the poor so paradoxical’ 

(Gupta 2012: 222). Another sociologist points to the same paradox, writing about corruption: 

‘In a traditional society, when it is expected that the wills and whims of superior communities 

would hold ultimate sway, the word corruption did not actually have any meaning’, but in 

present-day India ‘corruption manifests itself as new patronage that has suitably adjusted 

itself to the formal framework of a constitutional democracy’  (Gupta 2007: 145, 146). 

 

Another example: in Kenya many small and medium-sized enterprises fail to grow because, 

among other reasons, there is too much hierarchy and control. The ordinary employee wants 

to flee and start a company of his own (Vlieger 2013). In addition, African society is 

compartmentalized between different collectives and closed groups, tribes prominent among 

them. The moral in-group attitude of the original tribes is replicated by political parties, 

government agencies, companies, even NGOs. Africa is unsettled because the old attitudes, 

derived from its tribal history, do not work anymore. The tribes are now inter-mixed, and the 

political horizon has enlarged. At the same time, equal access to the state bureaucracy by 

means of the rule of law and an open civil society is not yet functioning (Ndegwah & Kroesen 

2012). Due to lack of trust and lack of cooperation, companies cannot grow. Add respect for 

tradition and ambivalence with regard to change, and it becomes clear why African 
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economies may typically function as resources for raw materials and markets for finished 

products but do not produce much of their own. The right ‘economic culture’ (Porter 2000) is 

simply lacking.  

 

It is quite clear that different sets of values collide in these examples: On the one side, we see 

a belief in universal law, egalitarianism (including between the sexes), labor as a value, and 

individual initiative, and on the other side, status and position, hierarchical inequality and 

power differences, closed we-groups having priority over individual initiative, and 

particularistic and privileged treatment set above universal law and equal access (Hofstede 

1991, Trompenaars 1999). The tension between these two colliding sets of values is often 

overlooked by Western donors. Often in their programs, without their noticing any problem or 

contradiction, the emphasis on indigenous development stands side-by-side with criteria like 

equal access and the empowerment of women. But when the contradiction finally is noticed, 

how to deal with it without somehow claiming that one set of values is superior to another? 

 

Can we establish which economic culture is right? In the literature on intercultural 

management and economic development, mutual respect or success in the market are relied 

on as criteria. But that is a superficial and easy way out. Attempts have also been made to 

prepare a list of universal so-called ‘capabilities’, minimum standards of well-being that any 

state or society around the world is obliged to provide to its citizens (Nussbaum 2006). But 

such a list either soon appears to be too Western (focusing on the individual!) or at the same 

time so general that not much can be derived from it practically. Shouldn’t it be admitted that 

the modernization process in developing countries is just westernization (Tu Wei-Ming 2000, 

Mahbubani 2008). But more importantly: Can we establish a meta-value that enables us to 

make critical decisions? 
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Levinas: The Human Face as Moral Command  

 

Responsibility is a keyword in the philosophy of Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995). It indicates 

not so much a concept as an experience, the experience of feeling compelled to respond to 

critical situations. If there is a human being in need, if an accident happens nearby everyone 

feels the urge to come to the rescue. We are struck! The phenomenon of the human ‘face’, in 

Levinas’s description, breaks through its own external form in such a way that the meaning of 

it is not constituted by the meaning-giving subject, as in Husserl’s Sinngebung (Levinas 

1961). Instead, the finitude of the external form is ruptured by the infinity of a surplus of 

meaning coming from the other side, against the stream of my own intentionality. The human 

face is the concretization of the idea of Infinity, the concretization of an uncontrollable source 

of moral appeal. 

 

Is this, the epiphany presented by the human face, the meta-value we are looking for? In a 

sense it is, because it is unconditional. The responsibility for the other human being, as an 

infinite responsibility, points to an infinite burden of responsibility, infinite to such an extent 

that it is never satisfied with one or the other concrete historical realization of such 

responsibility. On the contrary, Levinas warns against such historical concretizations. From 

his reading of Rosenzweig, Levinas derived that history is not the final judge of success or 

failure. According to Levinas, Rosenzweig showed that there is a people who ‘claims to exist 

apart from the political history of the world. It represents the claim to judge history, the claim 

to be free from the events, whatever the internal logic may be that binds them together, it is 

the pretension to be an eternal people’ (Levinas 1963: 257). ‘The freedom from the apparent 

logic of the events, the possibility to judge them––that is eternity’ (Levinas 1987: 93).  
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All of this has an anti-Hegelian ring. Nevertheless, in a few instances when Levinas discusses 

the problem of the institutionalization of responsibility, he is closer to Hegel. Thus, for 

example, he recognizes the protective role of institutions (Levinas 1961: 218). True liberty 

cannot exist only as an internal sense of freedom; it needs external support. Insecurity, thirst, 

and hunger deprive us of liberty. Moreover, building up the capacity to resist violence 

exercised against one’s liberty requires a thorough education, which once more calls for 

institutions that provide education. ‘Liberty is carved on the stone plates on which the laws 

are written––it exists thanks to being encased in institutions’ (Levinas 1961: 219). However, a 

society regulated by laws may easily degenerate into a tyranny of universal and impersonal 

rules, into an inhuman and brutal order. The command to uphold justice can never be 

sufficiently realized, not even by the best of social ‘orders’. It is moral responsibility that calls 

the subject into being, keeps it alert, and prevents its critical voice from being diluted and 

dissolved into an objectively existing moral order.  

 

Elsewhere Levinas advances a different argument relating to the institutionalization of infinite 

responsibility. Even in response to the face of just one other person, he argues, the proximity 

and claim of all others is already present and felt. The demand for justice cannot be met 

simply by offering to one other person all my resources. It calls for distribution and therefore 

knowledge, measurement, and conscious reflection (Levinas 1973: 201). On the one hand, the 

human face calls for infinite responsibility. On the other hand, since all others are also 

represented in this one face, it calls for equal treatment, rules, and justice, and within that 

framework I, along with all others, in the end must also have a share. In this way my infinite 

responsibility for other human beings becomes limited. But it is important to approach the 

problem of the institutionalization of justice from the perspective and experience of 
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responsibility. It matters whether institutions are the result of the war of all against all, or the 

result of the irreducible responsibility of one for all others. Institutions cannot maintain 

quality without ‘friendships and faces’ (Levinas 1973: 203). ‘The modern world is before 

anything else an order––or disorder––where the elites cannot leave the nations to their 

customs, to their illusions, not even to their redemptive systems, which left to their own logic, 

always turn into their opposite’ (Levinas 1973: 232). 

 

What does this approach to the institutionalization of responsibility offer for our search for a 

moral yardstick that can establish value priorities? Partially it helps. We can accept 

responsibility for the destitute and the damaged as a value beyond ordinary values, exercising 

command over other values. Nevertheless, in the philosophy of Levinas this perspective of 

infinite responsibility points away from these other values; it downgrades them and it puts 

them off. Can it also put them on and orchestrate the whole choir of values competing with 

each other from all cultural traditions? Can it regulate these many voices and fine-tune them, 

convert them to each other?  

 

Rosenzweig: From Revelation to Redemption 

 

Franz Rosenzweig (1886-1929) pays more attention to the social problem raised by the 

institutionalization and realization of what he calls the revelation of a ‘new love’, 

commanding us to respond. His philosophy (or theology) of revelation and love deliberately 

finds its fulfillment in a sociology of redemption, that is, the uplifting of a whole community 

to the next level of love. 
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Rosenzweig presents his experience of revelation, and in one and the same word love, in Part 

Two of the Star of Redemption, which although widely considered as a work of philosophy is 

written under the epigraph ‘in theologos’ (Rosenzweig 1967: 103). As the conceptual 

approach of logic and mathematics is refuted in Part One, so the scholastic conceptual 

language of theology is transcended in Part Two by describing the experiences of loving and 

being loved. Paradigmatic for such love is the love between a man and a woman, evoked in 

the Song of Songs. Love is not static; it is a movement. In a sense, to love means to multiply 

love; the grasp of the one who reaches out to the other is turned into tenderness and care 

(Levinas). Love consists of this movement or this conversion. Love understood in this way is 

always an increase of love and leads to an interpretation of history that includes three stages at 

least: the time before the change, the time of the change, and the time after the change. The 

experience of change provides orientation for the time thereafter. In the Star of Redemption 

this order is reflected in the three books of creation, revelation and redemption.  

 

It is by means of ‘prayer’ that love becomes a historically transformative power. In the prayer 

of the community the transformative power of love is turned into a common effort. 

Rosenstock-Huessy too makes this link to prayer in ‘Angewandte Seelenkunde’ (Rosenstock-

Huessy 1923: 783). In this understanding prayer is a sociological category. It is the social 

event in which the loneliness of the initiator of love and the dualism of the partnership of love 

finally enters the third phase, the language of a complete community taken to the next level by 

the new love. In that context Rosenzweig makes an implicit reference to Nietzsche’s ‘Versuch 

mit der Wahrheit’, where Nietzsche announces a new type of philosopher: ‘These future 

philosophers might like to be known, maybe sometimes unjustifiably, by the name tempters 

(“Versucher”). This name itself is in the end just an attempt, and if one wants, a temptation’ 

(Nietzsche, 1886). Truth, a true life, does not exist in itself and cannot be derived from logical 
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principles. A true life can only be attempted: Truth comes into being by action that performs 

the truth and makes it real. Following that line of reasoning the sentence from the Lord’s 

Prayer ‘Lead us not into temptation’, according to Rosenzweig, means that we cannot avoid 

choosing some or other direction in order to translate the full heat of love into some form of 

institutionalized social life. The new love needs to become a common song between the first 

and the second, and finally a shared fact of life, a settled issue for all.  

 

Here Rosenstock-Huessy and Rosenzweig are in the process of discovering a new and 

sociological notion of prayer. It becomes the expression of a shared longing and a shared 

code of behavior. Whenever that takes place, part of the world is redeemed. A new level of 

love is institutionalized. This conception, of progress by redemption, goes beyond the much 

criticized (e.g. Wieland 1994) utopian naturalistic notion of progress, which is derailed by 

Rosenstock-Huessy when he says ‘Bombs get better all the time. But this improvement does 

not determine progress at all. The One progress of all of us is secured only if the bombs, 

though improved, are not used’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1946: 77). This example from 

Rosenstock-Huessy may serve as an illustration of what Rosenzweig means by redemption. 

Agreement on a common standard not to use the atomic bomb or not to use poison gas, can 

only come about if this is ‘prayed for’, longed for and accepted by all, and finally 

institutionalized (Rosenzweig 1976: 301-302). But this always brings a risk with it. We are 

tempted to spend the energy of our love on a wrong historical project. We may be tempted by 

the wrong attempt. But still we cannot avoid an answer to the question: To what form of 

institutionalized social life should we spend the energy of our love, in what direction should 

we evolve? ‘And according to the image created at the self-chosen hour in which man 

redeems himself from the vanity of the moment, he creates and changes the times’ 
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(Rosenzweig 1976: 323), and thereby man creates temporary dwellings for life, 

‘Behausungen’ (Rosenzweig 1976: 324).  

 

That is what the Jewish community is also doing. In its feasts and rituals, in its reading of the 

Torah, in its rules and regulations the fire of love experienced in and as Revelation is kept 

fully aflame, and thereby institutionalized. There, for Rosenzweig, the end of history is 

already within reach, or better, fulfillment is there. The price paid by the Jewish community, 

though, for this eschatological existence is to be pushed to a position outside of history, to the 

margin, to the ghettos, or worse. The Jewish community sought to have the love of God 

fulfilled in their lives. This prayer is answered, fulfillment is achieved in their lives, albeit 

restricted within the confines of its community rituals, feasts, the study of the Torah, and the 

halachic way of life.  

 

The Christian answer, as distinguished from the Jewish one, is to institutionalize love step-by-

step, not in the margin but in the middle of the page, in the middle of history. Of course, the 

divine quality of love will easily be compromised in such full blown combat with the world 

outside. Rosenzweig, much like Levinas later (Levinas 1963: 134), expresses the fear that 

Christian enthusiasm and its entrepreneurial attitude always ends up in new forms of heathen, 

petrified existence.  

 

With reference to our question, it would seem it is not Rosenzweig’s intention, nor is it 

Levinas’s, to really help us. They are concerned not so much to find the way ahead but to 

point to the end of the road. Establishing this meta-value is to them more important than its 

day-to-day application. Nevertheless, Rosenzweig explicitly recognizes the legitimacy of our 

question and therefore leaves room for the Christian way, the way of Rosenstock-Huessy.  
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Rosenstock-Huessy and the Cross of Reality 

 

The cross of reality is Rosenstock-Huessy’s description of the grammatical structure of 

language that reveals us to be continually at the crossroads, where we have to make crucial 

choices. The imperative stands over against the participative mode. The imperative mode in 

language represents the future, that which should happen. The future, in this understanding, is 

not our anticipation of what is expected, in a linear way. It is a rupture in the course of events. 

The imperative interrupts the traditions flowing from the past. For that reason future and past 

are constantly in tension and conflict. But in addition to the temporal distinction there are also 

two spaces, which are in tension. The subjunctive tries to ‘conjugate’, connect, different 

persons. Expressions like ‘Shouldn’t we?’, ‘Would you please?’ try to convince, to invite, to 

propose in order to create a common present and shared representation of what is actually 

going on––a shared inner space. The indicative or third person points to the facts outside, to 

‘they’, or ‘it’, i.e., to dead matter, objects in space. Future, past, inside, outside, these are the 

poles of reality constantly to be dealt with. Do I try to establish agreement on the inside with 

others? Or should I jump alone into the future? Should I confront the realities outside? Should 

I identify myself with the achievements of the past? Such questions immediately put us within 

the context of competing value priorities. The presence of all four fronts is by Rosenstock-

Huessy considered to be a criterion to judge the healthy historical development of a 

community (Rosenstock-Huessy 1963:790). That would also apply to the examples from 

India and Kenya I used in the introduction. 
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New codes of speech, or discourses, are initiated by the articulation of new imperatives, 

something that postmodern philosophers have never really noticed. For Rosenstock-Huessy 

‘The imperatival usage of language is creative. A new act asks for a new word. And the verbs 

seem to be that part of language containing the greatest originality and the most efficient fruits 

of creative gestures, new words’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970:131). An imperative is not yet a 

discourse; it is an outcry, an outburst, a command. It often overwhelms the first person or the 

first generation exposed and subjected to it. It is equivalent to the ‘new love’ of Rosenzweig. 

It sets a new standard. Only after the new problem has been recognized and put on the agenda 

can our subjective mode take the initiative again. This subjective mode is reflected in the 

subjunctive forms of language, in the optative and cohortative moods, which seek for 

cooperation and try to convince others. Different points of view may be balanced or 

harmonized in the process of criticizing each other, correcting each other, supplementing each 

other.  

 

The rhythm of historical revolutions follows the rhythm of the forms of grammar 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1970: 131, 132). The new imperative initiates the revolution (phase 1). 

The new revolutionaries try to meet the new challenges by proposing different solutions and 

by trying to marry these propositions to each other and to older forms of speech (the 

subjunctive form of speech, phase 2). The new language is gradually accepted and becomes 

common, so that everybody participates in it and the first person plural is appropriate, ‘we’ 

(the participative, phase 3). In the end the new language and the procedures connected to it 

become a matter of fact, in unnoticed self-evident discourses or rules (the indicative, phase 4). 

In this last phase the new problem is finally resolved, the solution is realized, but over time its 

result often declines into a petrified society, which runs into a new deadlock. In that sense 

attempts to create common ground unavoidably end up in some form of petrification 
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especially if the original inspirations are successfully realized. Then the circle of grammar, 

which is at the same time the cross of reality, needs to start all over with a new imperative. 

The institutionalization of a former revolutionary challenge for this reason becomes both a 

condition and an obstacle for the new upheaval. Another break with tradition becomes 

necessary and yet, even after such a break the new order in turn needs to integrate the 

achievements of former ones. 

 

Arcs of time 

 

The expression “the cross of reality” contains an explicit reference to Christianity. 

Christianity discovered that we have to allow frequent ruptures in the passage of time. No 

form of existence should function as a straitjacket and as an impediment to the growth of love 

at a higher level. That means that old forms must undergo timely deaths, to make room for a 

higher level of institutionalized love. In that sense death needs to occur first if new life is to 

emerge (Rosenstock-Huessy 1946). The command to love (Rosenzweig) or the command to 

assume responsibility (Levinas) is a steady or constant road towards further fulfillment and to 

a higher level of morals. A new time will have to break with an older one, but after this break, 

this new time also needs to reconnect to the past in order to inherit past achievements within 

the new framework. This is the rhythm of history described by the cross of reality. The 

Christian virtues of faith, hope, and love, according to Rosenstock-Huessy, describe this 

historical rhythm (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 84). They connect us to time. In the work of 

Rosenstock-Huessy the interpretation of faith, hope, and love in their interrelatedness remains 

a chapter for further study. But generally speaking, by faith we inherit the achievements of the 

past. In a time of crisis, a new love pushes us in a new direction and causes a rupture with the 

past. Finally our lives as well as history hope to realize this new vision of love by re-creating 
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society accordingly. This rhythm creates arcs of time. A society is set in motion by a new 

imperative to love more intensely. It tries to respond to this new imperative in manifold ways, 

by dialogue, mutual criticism, and purification. In the end it may realize and institutionalize 

this new level of love so that it becomes a fact of life and hardly noticed anymore. 

 

Such a process of reordering different values, lifestyles, and social priorities always involves 

struggle. Going back to the example of India mentioned at the beginning, the person of 

Gandhi and all that happened around him during the liberation from colonialism represents 

such a revolutionary imperative. He himself felt at the end of his life that India failed to fulfill 

this imperative, although in fact the postwar history of India is a long story of partial 

realization and re-conquering of the original vision of Gandhi. Even the ‘mistaken modernity’ 

of Gupta would not have been possible without a serious attempt (! – Versuch, prayer?) to 

turn this universalistic and inclusive vision into a practical reality. In this sense India is on the 

way from an experience of revelation to an experience of redemption. In this process, in 

which different societies take different paths, traditional and modern values are reordered in a 

process of mutual learning and adaptation. The vision cannot be realized all at once. The 

recurring questions are: How much future can be introduced into the present at this moment? 

How are values from the past to be realigned, preserved, (and revived!) in this process of 

mutual interpenetration? How can a shared present be created between competing factions? 

And finally: What external problems need to be overcome by this creative arc of time exactly 

at this moment? The economic crisis in India at the beginning of the 1990s was such an 

external problem, and at the same time a timely imperative that needed to be addressed. Since 

in the end the only answer to the problem was to have less state bureaucracy, hoping that 

entrepreneurial initiatives might solve the state’s deficit (Gupta 2012), it turned out that this 

crisis became a major step towards the introduction of more modern values, such as individual 
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initiative, universalistic governance, egalitarianism, and the emancipation of low castes and 

women. In terms of Rosenstock-Huessy’s use of the cross of reality as a criterion for social 

health, the crisis that functioned to open a new door into the future, testifies to the in which 

Indian society reacted to its threatening petrification. 

 

Historical judgments 

 

How is it established whether and when we have to deal with a new historical imperative? 

How can we know this? Is the answer founded on data? Is it dependent on a specific 

conceptualization of the historical predicament we are in? How do we conceptualize what a 

specific period in history is all about, especially if we reject the Hegelian way of dealing with 

it, a dialectical historical unfolding of the truth on the basis of logical necessity? How are such 

holistic and comprehensive judgments structured, if we say for instance that after the Second 

World War, after 9/11, etc., we live in a different era? 

 

In the Star of Redemption Rosenzweig, quite contrary to Rosenstock-Huessy, takes the 

language of logic, mathematics, and philosophy as his point of departure (Kroesen 2005). He 

shows that this type of language gets lost in arbitrary constructivism if it is not kept in check 

by an external point of reference. The claim that the good life can be known and realized 

already places its adherents outside the sphere of jurisdiction of philosophical and 

mathematical logic, because strictly speaking value judgments cannot be deduced from logic 

and mathematics. Value judgments have this in common with aesthetic judgments and 

judgments on historical urgency. Such judgments are characterized by a nonlinear 

‘constitutive relationality’ (Taylor 2007:110), which according to Mark Taylor Kant already 

discovered in his Critique of Judgment. The events and the judgment articulating it constitute 
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each other. In a sense the events are ‘produced’ by their articulation (Taylor 2007:115). The 

event does not take place without being named by its proper name. It is experienced in one 

comprehensive impression. This integrating impression even precedes the possibility of the 

parts. Kant is speaking in this regard of the ‘power of judgment’. The elative impression of 

the whole (Kant: das Erhabene) is felt (Kant 1974:50, 51). That is the important thing. In this 

way Kant himself was impressed and elated by the French Revolution, heralding a new future 

to humanity. One might argue that he was carried away by it and thus incapable of providing 

us with an objective judgment. After all, the atrocities of the French Revolution might hardly 

justify such a positive judgment. But the point of his reasoning in the Critique of Judgment is 

exactly that such objective judgments about history do not exist.  

 

Goethe was impressed by the cannonade at Valmy where the Prussians despite their more 

efficient cannon fire against the French, who suffered almost twice as many casualties as the 

Prussians, could not win because the French kept regrouping and kept firing and singing the 

Marseillaise. And they did so against the Prussians who were feared everywhere for their 

efficiency in battle! At that moment Goethe realized that the French Revolution was a real 

turning point in history. Of course Goethe might have been wrong. But it was not lack of data 

or the wrong conceptualization of history that would have led him astray. Indeed, many 

people did disagree with his judgment, but that was based on a different feeling of urgency 

and elation, not on mere analysis. One could also argue that reason is part of such judgments, 

but a broader kind of reason, in conformity with Pascal’s claim that the heart has its reasons 

that reason doesn’t know. But then once more this broader concept of reason includes feeling 

and passion. ‘Our passions give life to the world. Our collective passions constitute the 

history of mankind’, reads the opening sentence of Rosenstock-Huessy’s work on revolutions 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 3). We become impassioned by the vision of a new future, a 
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phenomenon for which Kant uses the term ‘modality’ and in which Rosenstock-Huessy 

recognizes his imperative mode (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956: 281, 282).  

 

A feeling of urgency or elation and passionate emotions have an irreducible role in the 

constitution of our judgments about moral progress. That is the result of this brief overview of 

historical lines. The reference to Kant is important, because he as a rigid conceptual 

philosopher nevertheless had a keen eye for the status of historical judgments and in 

comparison to his insights Hegel’s logical conceptualization of history and the positivistic 

approach to history after Hegel and Marx actually appear to be falling behind. In the midst of 

historical events, passions, or in Kant’s terms, elation (das Erhabene), give us a sense of 

direction and urgency. This insight of Kant’s allowed for the reintroduction of philosophical 

judgments on historical progress, which is what Hegel made use of. But for Hegel the 

interpretation of historical progress once more became a matter of analysis and 

conceptualization, in his case a matter of a dialectical historical logic. Marx then turned this 

Hegelian logic into a materialistic determinism of production forces, as logically 

(dialectically) conceptualized as Hegel’s philosophy. But there was already another language 

tradition available that relied less on the power of reason. Hamann, Goethe, Hölderlin, 

Nietzsche, and in that line also Rosenstock-Huessy maintained the connection between 

feeling and language. Language is the articulation and expression of what is felt as most 

important and urgent. By the full employment of all our senses we make sense of history. 

 

That is the road also taken by Rosenzweig with his notion of love, or better, a new love, 

setting a new standard. That experience is something felt. That doesn’t mean that our 

judgments on art and history are completely arbitrary and subjective. By means of dialogue, 

the interlocutors can exchange judgments and convey their feelings about art and historical 
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events to each other. Such a dialogue helps us to grow in our understanding of historical 

events, just as we get to know another person better if we take into account how other people 

feel about that person. Rather than intellectual  detachment, passionate participation in history 

is the driving force behind such judgments. No wonder that the revelation of love, so central 

in the Star of Redemption, already at that point breaks apart into two partial and biased ways 

towards the final truth: Judaism and Christianity.  

 

For the same reason a newly felt imperative according to the grammatical method of 

Rosenstock-Huessy needs to be tested after being put on the agenda. What in this newly 

articulated imperative is not really in order, premature, or even outdated, and what in this 

newly articulated imperative needs to be taken seriously, somewhat more purified after all the 

criticism, needs to be determined. Imperatives are not a matter of clearly delineated 

knowledge. They are vocal addresses to our name. They emerge from the bottom of our souls, 

in a time of crisis. Caught up between a petrified past and a promising future, we sense and 

feel that something has changed, and we give a name to it. At that level the power of speech 

and of naming are religious phenomena (Stahmer 1968). They are overpowering forces that 

change the course of our lives. Gradually such charged names are translated into common 

words that people exchange with each other in order to find agreement. After a while they 

find common terms of speech, participating in one and the same story. In the end, as the final 

stage in the grammatical cycle of speech, clear concepts might be delineated. That is the order 

of historical judgments: names, words, narratives, concepts. And frequently this cycle has to 

start all over. 

 

Conclusion: Road and Destination 
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Revelation, love, represents an external point of reference that cannot be deduced from 

rational principles. Redemption points to solutions (same etymological root as salvation) 

which are ab-solved from the absolute beyond and realized within social and historical reality 

in the here and now. In order to realize redemption, another person should help to unburden 

the loneliness of the first hearer of the imperative. The commandment of love and 

responsibility requires of us that we meet the imperative that is central to our time, in our 

specific context, although it may not be unrelated to other contexts as well. Differences in 

value priorities have to be coordinated time and again towards a common goal. That different 

people support the same line of action does not mean they are identical nor even that they 

adhere to the same values. Indeed, the movement forward may be even more powerful if it is 

constituted by those with different perspectives who together contribute to a solution driven 

by different values. The grammatical cycle has to be repeated continuously if we are again 

and again to take the next step from revelation to redemption, from imperative to realization. 

Local societies, as well as world society as such, contribute to a common support base for a 

new level of institutionalization of love by means of such a dialogue. Different values and 

value priorities may be realigned towards the goal. In general no values are really out of 

order. Everything is about finding the right priority, knowing that their right application is 

dependent upon time and context. That also counts for our examples from Kenya and India. It 

is not that one value or another should win; but it is necessary to find the right alternation and 

order. If that right alternation is found, for instance, loyalty to an organization does not 

necessarily prohibit criticism of its policies. In Kenya too much hierarchy (outside front of 

reality) and too much collectivism (past oriented front of reality) might need to be 

compensated by more egalitarian (inside oriented front of reality) and forward looking 

orientations (future oriented front of reality). If a common support base is created, then this is 

also the level where technology––which as technology is always large-scale––comes in. At 
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that stage also accepted procedures become mere ‘technicalities’. Where such ‘technicalities’ 

lead to petrification the process starts all over. The presence of the four poles of the cross of 

reality is the guarantee for keeping the process alive. 

 

Time and again a new imperative makes itself felt, unexpectedly and mostly from a surprising 

corner. Such imperatives always require the plasticity and flexibility to change when 

necessary. Present-day society has more or less accepted revelation as a meta-value. It accepts 

a final justice and love beyond all historical forms as a precondition of living together in one 

globalized space, although that statement is itself a historical judgment based on sense and 

feeling and open to contention. In that sense it is open to readjustment and criticism from 

others who have a different feeling. That is exactly the way in which arcs of time are 

recognized and (if they find enough support) established.  

 

I contend that silently and slowly the agenda (imperatives!) of our time is changing from 

revelation as a meta-value to the cross of reality as the directing meta-value. As almost 

throughout history the Jews were in the margin of society, unnoticed, despised and excluded, 

nowadays the penetration of the cross of reality is proceeding unnoticed in the day to day 

practices of social life. We are constantly at the crossroads and need to take crucial further 

steps. Step-by-step we are on our way to the final redemption, the final vision of love and 

justice enshrined in the Jewish tradition. This too is a historical judgment in the sense in 

which new times or imperatives are named and evoked and felt. The person expressing the 

feeling is moved by the feeling which he or she expresses and by the spirit one feels breathing 

in that articulation. Society is in the process of being changed by the almost unnoticed 

penetration of the cross into ever new areas.  
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By the penetration of the cross in Rosenstock-Huessy’s terms, a planetary society is 

introduced. The much-cited globalization only pictures anonymous and amorphous people  

living in one common space. The planetary way of being human (Rosenstock-Huessy 1978) 

goes beyond globalization by introducing timely change, from one character trait and value to 

the other. In distinction from the word ‘globalization’ the term ‘planetary’ is related to time, 

because it implies movement. In the ancient conception of the fixed universe the planets were 

the only stars constantly on the move in unpredictable windings. Rosenstock-Huessy uses this 

as an image of our human biographies. Human beings learn to treat their value heritage, built 

up over millennia, as a common stock to draw from in this constant process of change. The 

intercultural coordination of these changes and the coordination of differences is itself part of 

redemption. In that way history progresses, if it makes progress at all.  
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Abstract 

Rosenstock-Huessy argued that language originates—always and everywhere—from the need to 

respond to a world that addresses us and calls us by name. Thus in his view, unlike much 

contemporary theory which concerns itself with an autonomous system, language is understood 

as a human activity, a social phenomena or power brought into existence by social forces and 

involving the varied capabilities of the human mind and body. In this paper Rosenstock-Huessy's 

philosophy of language is briefly presented and questioned from the perspective of Integrational 

linguistics, a recent approach to language and semiology that stresses social relations and time in 

the making of meaning. 

 

0. Introduction. 

 

Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy was neither a semiologist nor a linguist by training, by profession or 

by reputation. To my knowledge he has left no discernible mark whatsoever on the history of 

linguistics and semiology.1 His lectures on linguistics in 1966 (published under the title The 

Lingo of Linguistics) were not well-received by the linguists in attendance who assured him that 

they had no interest in language as he understood it.  Nevertheless his writings on language, 

education, poetry, singing, liturgical rites, marriage, law, treaties, royal insignia, sports, clothing 

and fashion constitute a way of thinking about language and semiology that is radically different 

from the linguistic and semiological theories current during his lifetime. In light of the 

integrational semiology developed by Roy Harris and his students after the death of Rosenstock-

Huessy, the latter's writings on language and semiology provide an exceptionally well-grounded 

critique of any and all linguistic theories that assume language to be an autonomous system of 

signs. 

 

1. Rosenstock-Huessy's philosophy of language in light of his predecessors, contemporaries 

and successors 

Without Engels, no Marx. (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956-1958: I, 12) 

 

Rosenstock-Huessy's relation to linguistics is generally critical and dismissive, but not always. 

While he nowhere responds at length to any linguist, there are scattered references in his writings 

that note points of agreement as well as disagreement.2 In the footnotes to The Origin of Speech 

we learn that his writings on the origins of language are informed by readings of Francis La 

Flesche, Alfred Kroeber, Edward Sapir, Carl Meinhof and Clyde Kluckhohn amongst many 

others. He credited Malinowski with "the discovery among the primitives that the language they 

                                                 
1 To date all of the treatises on Rosenstock-Huessy's concept of language discuss his writings in relation to 

philosophers with no mention of any 20th century linguists. 
2 The closest Rosenstock-Huessy ever comes to a sustained discussion of any one linguist is in his 1962 essay "'Es 

regnet' oder die Sprache steht auf dem Kopf", a response to the "blasphemy" of Alan Gardiner's (1932) claim to get 

at the mysteries of language through an analysis of the sentence "It rains." Michael Toolan (1996: 148-154) has also 

discussed Gardiner's raining examples from an integrationist perspective which makes for an excellent comparison 

between Rosenstock-Huessy's "speech-thinking" and integrationist theory. 
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speak is denotation of actions" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 122) and criticised Wundt, Grimm, 

Bopp, Durkheim and Humboldt on the grounds that the "political role of speech was treated as 

secondary, as built on an already existing language" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1981a: 77). Otto 

Jespersen's merit was in having re-asserted that "In articulated speech, we create a variation of 

the existing linguistic tradition" and that the neglect of "this feature in all speech ... has made an 

understanding between grammarians and thinkers impossible for thousands of years" 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 49). Josef Schaechter's Prolegomena zu einer kritischen Grammatik 

(1935) is condemned as "a little masterpiece of this dissecting and reducing method which just 

because it is perfect makes one feel that we are all going to give up the spirit soon because 

language is illogical, stupid and always wrong against logic" (ibid.: 57). While W. von Humboldt 

was castigated in the quotation above, we find Rosenstock-Huessy also claiming his patronage 

for treating languages "not for their own sake but for a complete picture of the possibilities of the 

human mind" (ibid.: 67). Joseph Vendryes he credited with recognizing the error of "using the 

term 'Copula' for the word 'is,' which is one of the most inveterate signs of the fact that grammar 

has not been treated as a science of society" (ibid.: 119) but a few pages later in the same volume 

Vendryes was castigated for publishing a treatise on language in which "the words that signify 

the acts of hearing, listening, obeying, understanding are not to be found, even the word 

"oreille," the ear, is missing" (ibid.: 135). 

 

Rosenstock-Huessy's thinking on language was already fully developed in his 1925 Soziologie 

with his later writings largely working out and elaborating the themes set out therein. The major 

movements of 20th century linguistics, philosophy of language, semiology and semiotics after the 

publications of Pierce, Saussure and Wittgenstein had hardly any echo at all in his writing: in his 

entire published writings and lectures I have found Saussure mentioned only once in a curt 

dismissal (along with Revesz, Louis H. Gray, Meillet, Sapir and Gardiner) for ignoring the 

significance of names (Rosenstock-Huessy 1956-1958: I, 178).3  

 

Nearly all of Rosenstock-Huessy's publications were written prior to Chomsky's Aspects of the 

Theory of Syntax (1965) and he nowhere gives Chomsky or any of his followers any attention, 

but the chief theoretical issues that Rosenstock-Huessy rejects in the theorizing of his 

predecessors and his contemporaries appear unaltered in most subsequent linguistic theorizing. 

Language for the nineteenth century linguists as for Chomsky and today's cognitive linguists is 

and always has been a natural phenomenon, a matter of biological structures and physical 

evolution. The rules of a linguistic community are imposed upon it by this biological inheritance. 

In Chomsky and Berwick (2011: 19) we find the blunt equation: "human language, a particular 

object of the biological world." It was against that assumption that Rosenstock-Huessy wrote all 

his works. 

 

2. Language and social relations. 
 

In a 1945 essay Rosenstock-Huessy began by warning the reader that he did not plan to discuss 

language through the study of the history of language, of phonetics or semantics but instead  

would "try to explain speech as a function of the various elementary social relations, just as 

                                                 
3 There is probably an oblique reference to Saussure in his brief remarks against the arbitrariness of names in 

Rosenstock-Huessy (1946: 8-9): "Every American college student feels safe, as far as I can see, behind the barbed 

wire of this argument: words and names both are 'arbitrary.' They have confused 'transient' and 'arbitrary.'" 
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breathing is a function of respiration" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 117). That language 

establishes relationships is not an idea unique to Rosenstock-Huessy, but the latter's focus on 

social relationships is something quite different from other well-known discussions. We may, for 

example, contrast Rosenstock-Huessy's approach with Rorty's comment in the latter's essay 

"Pragmatism and romanticism": 

 

When Nietzsche says that a thing conceived apart from its relationships would not be a 

thing, he should be read as saying that since all language is a matter of relating some 

things to other things, what is not so related cannot be talked of. Language establishes 

relationships by, for example, tying blood in with sunsets and full moons with tree trunks. 

(Rorty 2007: 118)  

 

In Rorty's examples the "relationships" established are between two "things" that are themselves 

"words that are no more than the creation of finite human creatures in response to finite human 

needs" (ibid.: 119). Rorty's relationships are relationships between words, not social 

relationships. Rosenstock-Huessy on the other hand insists that not only do "The fundamental 

classifications of grammar and the fundamental classifications of social relations coincide" but 

that "Grammatical classifications in themselves would remain arbitrary without such empirical 

backing by social reality" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 117). The full measure of how far Rorty is 

from Rosenstock-Huessy on the matter of language establishing relationships is made clear in a 

comment in the last paragraph of Rorty's essay: "a pragmatist outlook ... would complete the 

process of secularization by letting us think of the desire for non-linguistic access to the real as 

as hopeless as that for redemption through a beatific vision" (Rorty 2007: 119). For Rosenstock-

Huessy, it is Rorty's "real" that moves us to speak—love, hatred, desire, need, war and 

revolution—and in his view a beatific vision may indeed lead to redemption. We speak of the 

real because our first-order experience of the real is what moves us, and our vision of the future 

may lead us to our redemption through speaking new social relationships into existence.  

 

For Rosenstock-Huessy, first-order experience of language begins when we are spoken to: the 

proper order of the pronouns is not 1st person I, 2nd person you and 3rd person he/she/it, but rather 

our linguistic experience begins not with our I speaking at all but with hearing ourselves 

addressed by name, as someone else's you. It is this address from without, not our biological 

inheritance, that brings us into language. Here Rosenstock-Huessy departs from modern 

linguistics entirely: language is not the product of an internal organ or cognitive mechanism, but 

comes from without as a gift. Yet not as a gift produced elsewhere by others and handed to us 

ready made, but a gift such as friendship which establishes the conditions for its own existence 

through an act of friendship which itself depends upon a response. Respondeo etsi mutabor: 

speaking changes both the speaker and the one spoken to; through the act of speaking both 

interlocutors make themselves into human beings. "Man's language aims at something not aimed 

at by apes or nightingales: it intends to form the listener into a being which did not exist before 

he was spoken to" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1981a: 4). Man is not human, he argued, unless he 

manages to integrate into a unity his determined material body and his "undetermined social 

organ" (his temporal character), an integration that is effected through ritual language.  

 

The social conditions that give rise to speech--and the origin of speech is a social event, not a 

biological evolution--are the same now as in the first speech event in human history. He 
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distinguishes between pre-formal, formal and informal speech. Pre-formal speech "comes in with 

gestures, smiles, and tears, and then the apes and the nightingales are our masters. (ibid.: 1). 

Formal speech on the other hand signifies 

 

the power to sing a chorale, to stage tragedy, to enact laws, to compose verse, to say 

grace, to take an oath, to confess one's sins, to file a complaint, to write a biography, to 

make a report, so solve an algebraic problem, to baptize a child, to sign a marriage 

contract, to bury one's father. (ibid.: 1-2) 

 

He then introduces informal speech and relates the latter to pre-formal and formal speech. He 

insists that the study of informal speech—lullabies, nursery rhymes, neighborly advice, a 

pointing towards the next house, gossiping neighbors—does not lead us towards the origin of 

language but to a late state, possible only after the accomplishment of formal speech. "The 

nursery and the parlor presuppose the meeting house and the court and the formal languages 

spoken there" (ibid.: 7). It is only in the latter form of speech that "the process of listening is 

clearly defined between another person and yourself" (Rosenstock-Huessy and Battles 1975: 14).   

 

Having made these distinctions "we may well inquire when and where formal language is called 

forth, and what constitutes the contribution of language in a hitherto speechless community. The 

authentic place and the legitimate moment for the birth of language can now be explored" 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1981a: 7). And where did Rosenstock-Huessy look for this "authentic 

place" and " legitimate moment" for the origin of language? He proposed that we look at our 

own experience of language in order to discover the origin of speech, and to look precisely at 

those situations in which we must speak, when speech is indispensible, and especially at 

situations in which we are unable or unwilling to say what we must say, prohibited from 

speaking or simply not listened to when we do speak. He insisted that "Without any present day 

experience of speech as originating anew under our noses, from necessity, we shall have no 

yardstick for the past" (ibid.: 7-8) and it is in the "hell of non-speech" that we discover the social 

forces that provoke human beings to speak to each other and establish relationships of peace 

instead of isolation, war, tyranny and  the anarchy of all against all. 

 

The questions "what is speech?, how does it originate?, why do we speak?" are understood to be 

"one and the same question in its divers aspects" (ibid.: 9) and to seek the answer to those 

questions in the situations of the necessity of speaking, in situations of non-speech is "to inquire 

under what conditions modern man is not on speaking terms with his brother. This obviously is 

not a purely linguistic or philological question" (ibid.). With this move, all questions regarding 

language and its origin, beginning with What is language? have been torn out of the linguist's 

familiar territorial grasp, and Rosenstock-Huessy is well aware of that: "Our question deals with 

languages as question marks of political history" (ibid.). Because he chose to approach the origin 

of language as "our problem of understanding what happens when a language is not 

functioning," he offers us not a componential analysis of phonology, syntax or semantics, but a 

semiology of making meanings with others, a tentative, risky, dangerous and failure prone 

activity not produced like sweat or piss by bodily organs but produced moment by moment—if 

at all—by human beings who make each other into human beings through this semiosis.  
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Finding ourselves in a social disaster, we are compelled to establish relationships with others 

because the relationships are not given to us; if we wish to recognize and be recognized as a 

brother, sister, friend or coworker in situations of social disorder, we must establish those 

relationships with our own acts. "Speech is the political constitution of a group beyond the life 

time and living space of any individual, beyond common sense and physical sense" (Rosenstock-

Huessy 1981a: 31). Rosenstock-Huessy argued that his method of research reveals that social 

disorder is the condition in which language originates.4 

  

The four evils that are the primary focus of Rosenstock-Huessy's sociological and historical 

writings are presented in terms of social relations across times and spaces: "anarchy prevents 

translocal units from cooperating", decadence signifies an inability "to reach the future", 

revolutions, in which "the future generation does violence to the existing order and to the people 

formed in and by the past" and wars which "disregard extraterritoriality" (Rosenstock-Huessy 

1970a: 12-13). Each of the four evils emphasizes one aspect of social life while neglecting or 

suppressing another. In the face of these four evils language appears not as a fact of nature but as 

a social miracle pointing to the fragility and temporal nature of language. New speech is "created 

under the pressure from graves in back of us and cradles ahead of us, from foes in front of us and 

dissension within our own ranks" (ibid.: 30). The failures of speech to set the world aright 

indicate that language is not a perfect machine for the production of social order any more than it 

is a mere reflection of an existing order. 

 

The four evils that Rosenstock-Huessy identifies are related to our basic orientations in life, "the 

two axes of time and space, with their fronts backward, forward, inward, outward," these being 

not arbitrary "verbal definitions of the social order" but rather "open to a unanimous experience 

and an identical consciousness of all human beings" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 13-14). The 

task of speech is "the perpetual conquest" of the four diseases of speech, the maintenance of the 

time and space axes which give direction and orientation (ibid.: 16). We speak in order "to unify, 

to simplify, to integrate life" across these four fronts in time and space. Every living being as 

well as every social group "has to defend a present under the simultaneous stress from past and 

future. To live means to look backward as well as forward, and to decide, in every moment, 

between continuity and change" (ibid.: 17-18).  

 

The origin of the first word and the origin of the next word is the same in kind, for language is 

always a new origin. Grammar arises with our decisions as to how to order our world, how to 

integrate ourselves into it. The language maker is placed at the center and at the origin for it is 

we who "sustain the time and space axes of our civilization by speaking... It is we who decide 

what belongs to the past and what shall be part of the future" (ibid.: 19-20). Yet this speaking I 

is, for Rosenstock-Huessy, not an autonomous ego bursting forth in speech: we all speak first in 

response to having been spoken to and in expectation of being heard and responded to in turn. 

With "the 'you' that is expected to listen ... the dualistic concept of a world of subjects and 

                                                 
4 Much later Baudrillard would make a remarkably similar suggestion: "John grows up normally, but doesn't talk, 

and this drives his parents to distraction. When he is about 16, at last, one teatime, he says: 'I'd like a little sugar.' His 

mother is staggered and asks, 'But John, why have you never said anything up to now?" 'Up to now, everything was 

perfect.' 

If everything is perfect, language is useless. This is true for animals. If animals don't speak, it's because everything's 

perfect for them. If one day they start to speak, it will be because the world has lost a certain sort of 

perfection."(Baudrillard 1990: 83-84) 



6 

 

objects is abandoned" (ibid.: 24) and language is seen to be necessarily and always a 

Zweistromland in time rather than a cognitive system in no need of a respondent.5 However, 

having posited a language which is always "originating anew under our noses" yet which is 

always in the first instance a gift from without and entails the articulation and transmission of 

grammatical forms to our neighbors and descendants, we appear to be confronted with the use of 

language that one finds (or is given) and the transmission of forms, which seems to imply the 

preexistence of "a language" ready-made rather than the origin of language in every speech act. 

The objection registered by Roy Harris seems appropriate: 

 

Language-use is presented as a matter of stringing units together, the allowable units and 

their combinations as being already available in advance for that operation, the combined 

whole then being slotted into some external environment or situation. This…is language 

‘as we know it’. But it isn’t. It is an analysis imposed on language by adopting one 

narrow and rather questionable perspective. (Roy Harris 1998: 6) 

 

Can this apparent contradiction in Rosenstock-Huessy's understanding of language be 

comprehended? 

 

3. Space, Time and Grammar: The Logics of Experience and of Writing 

 

No child founds communities properly speaking. It learns languages which exist and 

operate. (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 9-10).  

 

The above statement taken by itself seems to contradict the basic ideas of Integrational 

linguistics. It would be easy to interpret this as a blunt statement of what Harris calls "The 

Language Myth", i.e. that language is an autonomous system not made by human beings and that 

language is what makes communication possible.6 This seems to be confirmed by a statement 

written in 1912 about the role of language in the making of law in medieval Germany which 

Rosenstock-Huessy reaffirmed decades later as the key to his thinking: 

 

The intellectual conduct of the age was maintained only by the unifying influence of the 

Latin hieratic language, because the living vernacular always overpowers the thinking of 

individual man who assumes that he could master it; it is wiser than the thinker who 

assumes that he thinks, whereas he only speaks and in so doing faithfully trusts the 

material of language; it guides his concepts unconsciously, towards an unknown future. 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1912: 144) 

 

                                                 
5 The German word Zweistromland (land of two streams) indicates Rosenstock’s linguistic terrain perfectly but I 

take it from Rosenzweig (who used it in a different context) and deliberately: without Rosenzweig, no Rosenstock.   
6 See Harris (1981). On his website http://www.royharrisonline.com/thelanguagemyth.html Harris offers a succinct 

statement of his main argument in The Language Myth, that linguistic theory perpetuates ‘an intellectual myth’ that 

language is a ‘fixed verbal code designed to permit the transfer of ‘thoughts’ or ‘ideas’ from one human mind to 

another.’ While Harris would most likely interpret Rosenstock-Huessy as yet another variation on “The Language 

Myth” I intend to argue here that the latter’s philosophy of language becomes coherent and comprehensible only if 

one avoids reading and understanding it in terms of “The Language Myth.” It was in fact my reading of Roy Harris 

that finally enabled me to understand Rosenstock-Huessy at all: previously I had read his works in accordance with 

“The Language Myth” that underwrote my own thinking.   
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Here again language seems to be some thing acting on us, a thing which we must "faithfully 

trust". These statements present the reader with the most significant difficulty in understanding 

his thought, for in his writing Sprache (German works), speech and language (English works and 

translations) refer in one sentence to the act of people speaking to one another and in the next to 

what Harris would refer to as the products of communicative activity. The principal theoretical 

question for the integrationist is how Rosenstock-Huessy understood the relationship between 

language as action and language as something which exists and operates "out there" in our world. 

If he ever saw a theoretical difficulty in writing Sprache-speech-language and meaning 

sometimes action, sometimes object in the world, it is not something he ever addressed directly.  

 

If these same statements are read in light of Rosenstock-Huessy's insistence that language is in 

its origin and always the call of one to another, then rather than referring to language as a thing 

out there he is always referring to a community of speakers out there teaching us their language 

that we might make it our own, voices not within our brain but from the world around us who 

guide us into the world we make together "towards an unknown future." This reading of 

Rosenstock-Huessy reveals a marked contrast with Saussure. For Saussure "the language user is 

unaware of their succession in time: he is dealing with a state" and in order for the linguist to 

"enter into the state of mind of the language user" the past must be suppressed (Saussure 1922: 

117; quoted in Harris 2005: 90). For Rosenstock-Huessy, our language always involves past and 

future, for it is always a response to a prior call from another: we listen to the past and speak now 

towards the future.  

 

The integrationist insists that the products of communicative activity become meaningful signs 

only when they are made signs in communicative activity by the speaker/writer and the 

hearer/reader, but Rosenstock-Huessy saw our entire experience of the world as constituted by 

meaning making together with others, an orientation of thought that makes his ideas difficult for 

anyone accustomed to ignoring the role of the language maker in the products of linguistic 

activity. This is not the same as saying that the world is a linguistic fiction of the I, but rather an 

acknowledgment that the only world we know is one which is already saturated with language 

when we encounter it. This holds not only for the human community of speakers and hearers, 

writers and readers, but of our entire physical and social environment. Whereas for Saussure "the 

physical world lies outside the language system as such" (Harris 2005: 93) Rosenstock-Huessy 

argued on the contrary that "'Nature' is an abstraction from the saturated-with-language-world, 

the world minus speech. 'Nature' is the result of a subtraction" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1962: 43-

44).7 

 

We are born into a world that precedes us and continues on after us. To be born into a human 

world is to be born into a world with language. To join the human race is not merely a 

consequence of our biological birth; to become human is to answer, to become a language-maker 

ourselves, an activity that presupposes an interlocutor. The language that is given to us, the 

language that we find in the world around us, is a world of signs made by others to mean 

                                                 
7 Rosenstock-Huessy is here following Max Scheler. See the latter's review of Fritz Mauthner's Beiträge zu einer 

Kritik der Sprache. 3. Band. Zur Grammatik und Logik where he reproaches Mauthner for his nihilism: "Hier ist 

überall purer Nihilismus, dem Sprache allmächtig ist und der sie zugleich verachtet, das letzte Wort—und ein 

"artikuliertes Lachen" über das große "Nichts", das bei der Subtraktion Welt minus Sprache—gemäß dieser Lehre—

übrig bleibt, die letzte Geste. [etc.]" (Scheler 1914: 119). 
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something to others in their world. That it means something to the original makers is a result of 

their making it mean something in a particular situation at a particular time; that it should mean 

something to us or to anyone else requires our making it mean something to ourselves in our 

situation and in our time.  

 

For Rosenstock-Huessy, we orient ourselves in that world into which we are born through 

naming the elements in our inner experience, external encounters, past experience and desired 

future worlds. "The name is the right address of a person under which he or she will respond. ... 

Names give orientation. ... The names under which the parts of the world must be made to move 

change with the times" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970b: 42-43). Time and space are not themselves 

objective material realities but linguistic creations of everyday experience, and upon these the 

scientific notions of space and time are dependent. "Grammatical time and space precede the 

scientific notions of an outer space or of a directed time. For they presuppose an inner space 

between the scientists and some contemporaneity between them, too. Without the pre-

establishment of one inner space of "science," no scientific analysis of time and space holds 

water, or even can take place at all. (Rosenstock-Huessy 1970a: 20-21) 

 

Here Rosenstock-Huessy is making an argument similar to those put forth by Roy Harris in The 

Semantics of Science and elsewhere. Harris criticized Holt-Jensen's account of the language of 

science with the remark that it offers us "the comforting reassurance that the language of the 

natural sciences is scientific because it is the only language in which scientists can get answers to 

scientific questions" (Harris 2005: 160). Neither for Harris nor for Rosenstock-Huessy does this 

recognition invalidate or diminish the accomplishments of science. What it does do is force us to 

notice and account for both the social and the linguistic dimensions of science and our claims to 

knowledge, for once we have named our experiences, speaking puts us into a second order of 

experience: "never does a listener, a jury or a judge  hear reality itself; they always hear people 

telling them about reality. And the reflecting mind is in no better position than the judge" 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1981a: 44). Following this recognition, it is but one short step for 

Rosenstock-Huessy to see in verb forms the social markers of time which will vary from one 

community's form of social organization of time to another's. 

 

Since language for Rosenstock-Huessy was not a concatenation of sounds and sentences nor 

simply a vehicle for the transportation of ideas and information but the making of social 

relations, the grammatical forms labeled and tabled by grammarians--indicative, imperative, 

nominative, accusative, etc.--all exist as the results of processes of forming and reforming, 

creating and recreating relationships across times and spaces, and thus they take on a wholly 

different character in his thinking than one finds in traditional grammars and modern linguistics. 

Under his examination all of the formal distinctions found in traditional grammars, the mental 

structures that linguists "find" in the language organ and trace out in theoretical notations reveal 

their political origins: "We draw the conclusion that language serves the purposes of peace, 

order, representation and credit. ... the structure of language should bear witness to its political 

purposes" (ibid.: 17).  

    

His discussion of the imperative mood will suffice as an example of how he treats these 

traditional categories: 
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The logic of an imperative and its corresponding report demands that a supertime be 

established which neglects the separation of two bodies and their biological times. The 

order given by one person and the other's reporting back correspond so much to each 

other that they beget one common time. ... What we find between people who trust one 

another in commands given and fulfilled is not a frame of reference but a field of 

correspondence. The distinction is fundamental. A "frame" seems to exist outside our 

sayings or acts. This field of correspondence, however, comes into being by sayings and 

by acts, and does not exist outside of them. ... After this [the order fulfilled], the field 

collapses and disappears. (ibid.: 47) 

 

Continuing his discussion of the imperative as the establishment and acting out of a time-bound 

social relation he argues that what all linguists and formal logicians have assumed -- "that 

sentences are the independent elements of speech" (ibid.: 48) -- is untenable. In social life, the 

command "March into Germany" makes no sense without a response (such as "We have marched 

into Germany") for the logic of speech demands that the imperative sentence "does not end until 

he [the original speaker] hears that it is fulfilled" (ibid.). Our "stubborn forgetfulness of the 

obvious ... that the logic of the sentences of language is based on responses between people" 

(ibid.: 62) leads linguists to base their analysis on an inadequate appreciation of the temporal and 

social dimensions of language, a theoretical blindness that he attributes to literacy: "The abstract 

sentence, we may venture to suggest, is conditioned by its literary character" (ibid.: 42). The 

trouble with linguists, he complains, is that "they always stopped at the analysis of the 

"completed" sentence. In so doing, the reason for grammar remains invisible" (ibid.: 48). 

 

Rosenstock-Huessy described three features that distinguish authentic speech "from all texts 

analyzed by the tradition of linguistics": 1) speaker and listener exchange places, 2) this changes 

the style of the sentences spoken, and 3) sentences are the beginnings and endings of actual 

changes in the physical world (ibid.: 49). The constant references to language throughout 

Rosenstock-Huessy's writings are characterized by an insistence upon the material consequences 

of language: language is the human-creating, time-creating, space-creating, world-creating, 

world-altering and self-changing action of one who cannot refrain from speaking, which is to 

say, from responding. Language is a maker and changer of brains and heavens as well as futures 

and pasts, self and other. 

 

4. The power that makes us speak: gods and the politics of language 
 

Language is the establishment of and invitation to a relationship into which we may enter, and 

with our entry we cooperate in the making, maintaining and changing of that relationship. We 

are spoken to, named and placed in life through ritual, incorporated into the social life of family, 

neighbors, work and play, and called to political speech in times of social crisis. The speaker's 

proposed reality is answered through affirmation, negation, counterproposal or silence, and in the 

latter case language and social life remain unfinished and in expectation of response or fear of 

social disintegration. The voice that gives us our name articulates an entire world of relationships 

and invites our participation. This leads Rosenstock-Huessy to describe the driving force in the 

creation of language thus: "The power who puts questions into our mouth and makes us answer 

them, is our God" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 725). He elaborates this point in a 1954 lecture: 

"God is the power that makes us speak things for the first time in our life. Therefore the parents 
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are gods for the child inasfar as they enable the child for the first time to speak" (Rosenstock-

Huessy 1992/1997: 8, lecture 3 (September 30 1954), 16). The college boy abandons the god of 

his fathers-- "parents, teachers, dear God with his white beard" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1988: 26) -- 

and begins to listen to the voices of other gods, "the voices of politics (i.e., of the times), of the 

people, of faith, of philosophy, of love, as invisible voices within him" and it is these voices that 

make demands of him and "urge him toward a new self-chosen position in life, toward his 

vocation" (ibid.). 

 

Here we find gods, but in Rosenstock-Huessy's thought we are not dealing with the orthodox 

gods of theology for in his understanding "gods are not primarily metaphysical powers divorced 

from life, but first and foremost experiential powers with names" (Wayne Cristaudo, 

forthcoming). However we name them our gods are our "highest sources of appeal," the desires, 

loves, hatreds, or other "real powers we serve through our daily choices" (ibid.). It is these 

gods—social forces, drives, demands—that push us towards each other and language. Language 

is neither instrument nor a means for transmission, but a power that transforms us and our social 

realities. When our gods die, our language changes: "Catastrophes are the collapse of worlds and 

the language that has woven them—the sources of appeal and authority" (Cristaudo 2012:73). 

Which of these commands from without we respond to, which commands orient us towards the 

world beyond ourselves, this is what determines the world in which we live, the nature of our 

social relations, and the forms of our languages.   

 

Rosenstock-Huessy's references to God and gods making us speak has led some of his readers to 

interpret the political dimensions of his thought in terms of religious conservatism or even 

fascism, and a reading which understands his Sprache as a system that controls us without our 

free participation only strengthens that political interpretation. Yet in order to interpret him in 

this way it is necessary to ignore not only everything he wrote about the role of the respondent in 

making and fulfilling his relationships with the past and future, but everything he wrote about the 

role of time in the making of all social relationships. Voorsluis (1984: 311) noted that for 

Rosenstock-Huessy it is the freedom to say 'yes' or 'no' that forms the very basis of our freedom, 

and this is only possible as a response to words addressed to us by another. As for time, the role 

of time in political life is evident in the very language in which politics is discussed—

conservative, progressive, revolutionary, reactionary—but Rosenstock-Huessy's thinking on time 

and the making of times cannot be grasped at all in these terms. He viewed political life as 

connecting past and future as well as here and there through speaking new conditions of peace 

into existence. His insistence upon the impossibility of repetition is rooted in this understanding 

of time, as is his insistence that the future determines the past: we understand our past and the 

past of others in terms of the future we hope and strive for. Instead of pitting past against future 

as conservative and revolutionary theories do, Rosenstock-Huessy speaks of teachers and 

students and "the creation of a body of time". The student, wishing to learn of the world into 

which he has been born, "all the matters and objects and words and laws and habits and rituals 

which he may conform with or reform ... The man who learns determines the past instead of 

being merely determined by it" while the teacher "determines the future by his experiences"; 

social life is founded upon the communication between these two who together "build out of 

these two elements a common present" (Rosenstock-Huessy 1981b: 31-32). 
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The present is that "body of time" that young and old create together out of their experiences 

(pasts), hopes (futures) and love—or hatred—for each other. "Without Engels, no Marx" 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1956-1958: I, 12) is a splendidly succinct expression of Rosenstock-

Huessy's theory of language as arising out of social crisis and creating new social relations. 

When language is understood to be the co-creation of social relationships by persons all of whom 

are freely engaged in that creation and responding to each other, political life is a new creation 

with every act, and each act may lead us towards heaven or it may plunge us all into hell. 

  

5. Conclusion: The Language Maker as Peace Maker 

 

Some of those who have written about Rosenstock-Huessy have interpreted his ideas about 

language as closely to the idea of language as a pre-existing system or ready-made tool as they 

can, and in this matter his language often appears to contradict what he is at other times stating 

clearly. If one reads "Language establishes relationships" according to traditional, structural, 

Chomskyan or cognitive theories of language as "Language as a system (whether a gift of god or 

product of biological evolution) establishes relationships" then it is inevitable that language will 

be understood as something preexisting and external to those relationships. It is, as Harris 

remarked of Chomsky's theories, "a fascist concept of language if ever there was one" (Harris 

1983: 119). Reading Rosenstock-Huessy as if he were reproducing Harris's "Language Myth" 

renders his works incomprehensible, incoherent, a mass of contradictions while at the same time 

forcing a radically conservative or even fascist political interpretation of his remarks on the 

relation between individual and society. Should that same statement be read according to an 

integrationist understanding of language, understanding it as something like "The language we 

make together establishes us in our relationships" we have not an external system forcibly and 

inexorably shaping human lives in accordance with its structures and strictures, but human 

beings making our worlds together through speaking (writing, signing) to each other, through 

making language together.  

 

Although reading Rosenstock-Huessy in light of integrationist theory reveals a coherent and 

comprehensive theory of language as a social activity, any semiology that one might hope to 

derive from his writings will be sketchy at best. He was interested in language as a social 

activity, but appears to have had no interest in a theory of signs and sign making of any kind. 

Aside from a few scattered remarks, writing is always subsumed under the larger concept of 

Sprache/speech/language or simply ignored. In like manner his numerous discussions of 

marriage ceremonies, law, games, clothing and many other activities are all pursued as though 

these are matters of speech without any attempt to indicate why he regarded these as part of the 

world of speech, nor what theoretical implications might arise if these varied phenomena are 

regarded as varieties of speech. While Rosenstock-Huessy named his own approach 

Sprachdenken, throughout his writings Sprache is Sprache on all sides.  

 

While Rosenstock-Huessy did not work out a semiology, he did work out a sociology 

appropriate for a world experienced as saturated with language, a theory of the establishment of 

social relations through linguistic activity, of the articulation of perceived social evils and the 

means for correcting and improving them. It is a social science of the making of peace, of 

integrating then and there with here and now for you and I through grammatical agreement, a 
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peace and an agreement that is either made anew with every act of authentic speech or else it 

collapses in silence or scream.  

 

In keeping with his understanding of the origin of language as arising out of political crisis, he 

described his politics in terms of translation in one of his early works (Rosenstock Huessy 1988: 

6) and of border-defying piracy in his last (Rosenstock-Huessy 1978: 97). He hoped that one day 

his thinking would be understood not as linguistic science, but as a search for peace. And for 

Rosenstock-Huessy, the path of the peace maker was the path of the language maker, even 

though not every language maker sets out to be a peace maker. He envisioned a "grammar of 

assent" for a society comprising different, contradictory ways of living, a "grammatical organon 

... devoted to the task of supplementing the statute law of any given society with the metanomics 

that explain and satisfy our enthusiasm for the synchronization of the distemporary, of old and 

young, black, brown and white, government and anarchy, primitive and refined, highbrow and 

lowbrow, innocence and sophistication, all at peace, in one human society" (Rosenstock-Huessy 

1970a: 41). 

 

This is certainly not the linguistics you studied in school, and in light of his self-perception it is 

small wonder that linguists have ignored him. 
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Revolution, Work, Resistance: 

French Personalism’s Connections with Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy 

Abstract: Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’s Die Europäischen Revolutionen: Die Volkscharaktere 

und Staatenbildung (1931) was enthusiastically reviewed at the time by Alexandre Marc (1904–

2000), originator of pre-war French Personalism in the Ordre Nouveau group and of a radical 

wing of Europe’s post-war federalist movement. This school of critical thought’s concept of 

revolution found confirmation in Rosenstock-Huessy’s ‘favorite book’. Its idea of a civilian 

work service also had a counterpart in the volunteer work camps Rosenstock-Huessy set up in 

Silesia, as documented in his previous book, Das Arbeitslager, edited with Carl Dietrich von 

Trotha, one of his students among future leaders of the Kreisau Circle. As a pro-European 

activist, Trotha would later cross paths with Marc through another German Resistance network, 

the Red Orchestra, whose leader Harro Schulze-Boysen had been Ordre Nouveau’s ally. 

Rosenstock-Huessy thus appears at the centre of a little-known web of interconnections between 

German and French ‘Third-Way’ currents, to be unravelled here. 

NB: Additions made to the text to reflect new findings made since its publication appear in purple. 

It is otherwise the same as the one submitted to CTC issue 56.1 with required revisions. 
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Revolution, Work, Resistance: 

French Personalism’s Connections with Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy 

 

In his essay ‘Biblionomics or the Nine Lives of a Cat’, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy said of his 

‘favorite book’, Die Europäischen Revolutionen: Die Volkscharaktere und Staatenbildung 

(adapted in English in 1938 as Out of Revolution: Autobiography of Western Man) that he ‘would 

not have felt free to write’ it ‘without the sauve qui peut of Hitler’s rise in 1931’, fifteen years after 

it was first conceived in the trenches of the First World War, and thirteen after he anticipated this 

peril (Rosenstock-Huessy 1959: 21). Little did he know that a French review essay on it would be 

the first open manifestation of the related insights of Alexandre Marc (1904–2000), a pioneer and 

long-time dean of the movement for European unity, and like Rosenstock-Huessy, a wide-ranging, 

original existential thinker and prolific author, though he was more successful at institutionalizing 

his school of thought – first as Personalism, then as Integral Federalism (Roemheld 1990). This 

Jewish Russian émigré’s role as a key interwar mediator between German and French thought has 

most often been either neglected or misrepresented. To complete and rectify the record, an 

examination of the French reception of Rosenstock-Huessy’s book by Marc’s Ordre Nouveau 

group seems in order; especially as it ties in with a companion book of sorts published the same 

year: Das Arbeitslager, a collection of ‘reports from Silesia from workers, peasants, students’ (to 

quote its subtitle) about the volunteer work camps organized there by Rosenstock-Huessy, and co-

edited by Carl Dietrich von Trotha. This was an account of Rosenstock-Huessy’s favourite public 

initiative, one whose legacy was central to the Kreisau Circle of the German Resistance against 

Hitler. Trotha’s name also constitutes a link with Marc by way of another Resistance movement: 

the Red Orchestra, whose leader Harro Schulze-Boysen had been a close associate of Marc’s after 

1931, in the attempt to use Franco-German rapprochement as a springboard for European 
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revolution. Rosenstock-Huessy thus stands in the middle of a web of interconnections between 

German and French ‘non-conformist’ revolutionary currents, which will be unravelled here with a 

view to their partial confluence and underlying divergences. 

Out of revolution 

 

Born in Odessa in 1904 and raised in Moscow, Aleksandr Markovich Lipiansky fled Russia 

with his parents in 1919 and went on to study first philosophy in Berlin and Freiburg, and then law 

at the École libre des sciences politiques in Paris. Whereas the experience of war prompted the 

older Rosenstock-Huessy to reflect on revolutions and the transcending of nations, coming from a 

precocious experience of revolution, the younger Alexandre Marc (as he would abbreviate his 

name in public life) soon became preoccupied with the imperative of creating a new post-national 

order for Europe, especially after a student exchange gave him the opportunity to witness a still-

unknown Adolf Hitler speaking in a Munich beer hall shortly before his 1923 coup attempt. Marc 

immediately recognized that renewed international conflict was a very real prospect. He came to 

see the creation of a new Personalistic social model as the only way to prevent the end of European 

civilisation and its spiritual heritage in a second world war. His Ordre Nouveau group thus arose 

in late 1930 from the confluence around his civilizational concerns, straddling the spiritual and the 

temporal, the religious and the political, of a nucleus of people coming from the fledgling 

movement for European unity on one hand, and on the other, an early, informal ecumenical 

discussion circle involving Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox Christians. Of secular Jewish 

background but on his way to converting to the Roman Church in 1933, Marc would play a critical 

part in shaping French Personalism in the early stages of its articulation in Emmanuel Mounier’s 

review Esprit, launched in 1932 and still prominent today. 
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However, the first explicit and complete formulations of this politicized brand of existential 

philosophy are to be traced to Marc’s group in 1931, well before it had its own review, L’Ordre 

Nouveau, from 1933 to 1938. From the outset, Ordre Nouveau gathered around Personalism a 

motley crew of intellectuals of disparate backgrounds (from religious writers such as Protestant 

Denis de Rougemont and Catholic Daniel-Rops to atheists close to Surrealism like mathematician 

Claude Chevalley, polymath Arnaud Dandieu and his co-author Robert Aron), who viewed the 

current economic crisis as but one aspect of a deeper spiritual crisis of Western civilization. The 

notion of Personalism was eventually to be adopted, adapted and widely diffused (especially in 

progressive Catholic circles) by Esprit, where it was qualified as ‘communitarian Personalism’ 

after Mounier distanced his review from the original formulation of ‘revolutionary Personalism’ 

at Ordre Nouveau, due in part to its Nietzschean overtones and ‘neither Right nor Left’ stance. The 

unwillingness to march in lock-step with mutually polarized political fronts was a key feature of 

the quest for a Third Way beyond modern conundrums variously articulated by the ‘non-

conformists of the 1930s’, as intellectual groups such as the neo-royalist Jeune Droite, the left-

leaning Esprit and the unclassifiable Ordre Nouveau have been categorized together in French 

historiography (Loubet del Bayle 2001). They themselves were well aware of the common 

generational spirit they shared and often acted upon it, but none so keenly as Ordre Nouveau. It 

had always positioned itself as the virtual centre around which that nebula and the new generations 

would eventually come to revolve, by virtue of the rigorous Personalist doctrine it professed and 

strove to embody as the key to any valid future revolution. The term ‘Personalist’ first makes its 

appearance in this sense in Ordre Nouveau’s first manifesto, entitled Appel, dated 31 March 1931, 

where its founders describe themselves as: ‘TRADITIONALISTS, but NOT CONSERVATIVES, 

REALISTS, but NOT OPPORTUNISTS, REVOLUTIONARIES, but NOT REBELS, 
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BUILDERS, but NOT DESTROYERS, Neither BELLICISTS, Nor PACIFISTS, PATRIOTS, But 

NOT NATIONALISTS, SOCIALISTS, But NOT MATERIALISTS, PERSONALISTS, But NOT 

ANARCHISTS, HUMANE, But NOT HUMANITARIANS’ (Roy 1999: 46). 

Many of these subtle distinctions would have appealed to Rosenstock-Huessy. ‘Personalism’ 

was actually a borrowing from German philosophical vocabulary, likely drawn from the ‘ethical 

Personalism’ of Max Scheler, whom Marc had known during the phenomenologist’s Catholic 

period. However, it acquired in translation a revolutionary political content that owed much to 

Marc’s youthful revolt against the Marxism of his wealthy Menshevik family. He and his parents 

took opposite sides in Russian debates about the ‘role of man in history’ – that of a pawn of 

deterministic social forces or of a free personal agent of deliberate political change. Marc 

consistently championed the latter vision throughout his life, first fighting the Bolshevik takeover 

with the rival Socialist Revolutionary Party, heir to Russia’s native non-Marxist Populist tradition, 

then through the pre-war Personalist movement and the French Resistance, and later on the 

European stage of his post-war federalist activism, organizing the congresses that prodded 

governments to initiate continental integration. Marc remained convinced it was up to a ‘happy 

few’ pioneers who consciously changed their own lives to make history in an original Revolution 

whose terms they defined, just as a handful of Leninists had dared in 1917. Yet he denied them the 

kind of providential historical legitimacy that most intellectuals freely granted them: even 

Rosenstock-Huessy, for whom Bolsheviks were justified in killing the SRs ‘because these people 

loved the Russian village and would not have had the hardness of heart to sacrifice it to a united 

economy for all Russia’, just as Jacobins had been in beheading the Girondins ‘because Federalism 

would have dissolved the central power … built up in royal Versailles’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 

365, cited in Cristaudo 2012: 243). Ordre Nouveau would make the same distinction about the 
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French Revolution than about the Russian. Jacobins and Bolsheviks may have been better at 

conquering power and authority as revolutionary elites, but their victory was that of the wrong side 

of their respective Revolutions: that of the centralized State and totalitarian partisan logic, 

cancelling out the gains of regime change. Ordre Nouveau had a clear kinship with the losing side 

of Russia’s Socialist Revolutionaries and France’s Girondins, and even with the Jeffersonian 

promise – as opposed to the Hamiltonian legacy – of the American Revolution. Yet the very 

success of that side’s determined, well-organized, ideologically consistent opponents was for Marc 

proof of the role of man in history, in ironic contradiction to the Jacobins’ own Enlightenment 

discourse of evolutionary progress or the deterministic historical materialism professed by their 

Communist heirs. 

Being thus irreducible to the ‘objective forces that put it in motion […,] any revolution is a 

“surpassing” [dépassement]. And this surpassing is but one of the manifestations of the primacy 

of the spiritual as we understand it’, Marc wrote (under the signature of his old friend and ON 

comrade the historian René Dupuis, who let him use it as an alias) in the February 1932 issue of 

Plans (Dupuis 1932b). This stylish avant-garde review had been launched in 1930 by Philippe 

Lamour and his mentor Le Corbusier. Plans may be seen as the crucible of Personalism in that, 

from July 1931 to late 1932, it hosted the Ordre Nouveau group, and even touted the latter’s 

revolutionary doctrine as a rallying point for the newer generations’ attempts to put industrial 

civilization at the service of man in a federalised Europe. Similarly, Rosenstock-Huessy was of 

the opinion that ‘the nation has passed as the desirable unit of political organisation’ in an era when 

‘the new sovereign will be the “bloc” or continent’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 6, cited in Cristaudo 

2012: 281). Like Plans, he called for ‘Europe [to] be organized economically as America and 

Russia are organized already’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 640, cited in Cristaudo 2012: 281). 
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Significantly, the ‘[primacy] of the human person’ proclaimed on the cover of Plans on 20 April 

1932 in echo to a feature article of his is shown there by Marc to proceed from the ‘“Prise de 

conscience” révolutionnaire’ (‘revolutionary “awakening”’) he had called for from his generation 

a month earlier, in the first article he signed with his own name; this was the title of his review 

essay on Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’s book Die Europäischen Revolutionen: Die Volkscharaktere 

und Staatenbildung. 

On the basis of this work, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy is the only German thinker whom 

Ordre Nouveau fully approved of to have his own entry (B 179.1) in Armin Mohler’s classic 

handbook of the Conservative Revolution in Germany (1918–1932), as one of two ‘special cases’, 

particularly difficult to situate, among ‘young-conservative’ authors (Mohler and Weissmann 

2005: 496). This should put to rest the notion spread by some historians that the Ordre Nouveau 

group founded by Marc, because of its many contacts with German ‘national-revolutionary’ 

activists identified with the Conservative Revolution, was a conduit into France for ‘thick foreign 

currents’ (Nizan 1933: 187-188) smacking of Nazism to Communist intellectuals (Roy 2003). If 

Ordre Nouveau spread its net widely in its search for ‘Third-Way’ dialogue partners beyond the 

Rhine, the catch it hauled in usually proved disappointing upon closer examination, beholden as 

its prospects were to the collective idols of State and/or race. By contrast, what figure could be 

less typical of the Conservative Revolution, largely dominated by neopagan and/or antihumanist 

tendencies as well as historicist assumptions, than that of Rosenstock-Huessy? One may wonder 

why this pioneer of Jewish-Christian dialogue was even included in the Conservative Revolution’s 

canon by Mohler, beyond the fact they shared a publisher. One criterion was the cyclical sense of 

time implied in Revolution, which was crucial to Rosenstock-Huessy, except that unlike the 
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Eternal Return it entailed for most of these authors, it integrated the arrow of irreversible historical 

time introduced by Biblical Revelation.  

It may thus seem surprising that Marc had no direct contact with the ecumenical circle 

around Rosenstock-Huessy at Die Kreatur. For if, like other Jewish Russian émigrés such as Lev 

Shestov, Alexandre Kojève, Georges Gurvitch and Emmanuel Levinas, Alexandre Marc stands 

out among intellectuals in interwar France for his exceptional, often first-hand familiarity with 

contemporary German thought, the only actual influences he integrated were from its Judaeo-

Christian elements. He was already unwittingly close to Rosenstock-Huessy’s dialogical thinking 

when he noted in his unpublished diary on August 16 1929 that ‘to live fully is thus to live 

“outside” of oneself […] through love. It is him, the divine eros, who grounds every genuine 

calling, knowledge or sympathy’. On May 12 1930, he wrote in a note on ‘Being and Man’ that 

the ‘metaphysics of the human person’ (as he already called it on August 21 1929) is to be 

distinguished from classical metaphysics, where ‘absolute being all too often seems to be identified 

with impersonal being’.  

And the “being of beings” (the essence of being) is identical with the being of 

things. But to this metaphysics of the object, a metaphysics of the subject constantly 

comes to oppose a powerful protest that rises from the very bottom of human 

consciousness (unpublished Marc diary, as quoted in Roy 1999: 92),  

 

akin to Franz Rosenzweig’s cry when confronted with his own mortality on a battlefield of the 

Great War, that he would articulate in Der Stern der Erlösung (1921) (Roy 2001). It resonates in 

a ‘New Thinking’ locating truth not in any set of abstract principles, but in the subjective 

experience of a concrete person, who therefore cannot reconcile her/himself with being treated as 

a disposable, interchangeable piece of the war machine of general ideas fighting over the objective 

ground of historical becoming.  
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Marc’s first open proclamation of the ‘[primacy] of the human person’ in Plans came on 

the heels of the illustration of its political implications through Rosenstock-Huessy’s book on 

European revolutions, in an article on the ‘revolutionary “awakening”’ of youth, united as it was 

by ‘a community of taste and aspiration’ (Marc, A. 1932a: 59-65). For ‘there currently exists 

throughout the white world a vast movement of the young, of which Plans has become one of the 

means of expression’ (Marc, A. 1932a: 59-65). In this ‘horizontal rift’ between generations, ‘it is 

not two physiological ages that oppose each other, but two situations, two different atmospheres, 

two opposite spiritual thrusts’ (Marc, A. 1932a: 59-65). In order for what is still a ‘vague 

community’ to take shape and break through within youth, ‘it must become aware of itself and of 

the irreducible conflict that opposes it to the established “order”’ (Marc, A. 1932a: 59-65). But 

this movement of the young, ‘coming after the now historical events of 1917, is called to achieve 

a higher level of consciousness and clarity’ than the leaders of the Russian Revolution, the first to 

have ‘always considered themselves revolutionaries’ (Marc, A. 1932a: 59-65). ‘For the necessity 

of becoming self-aware is a relatively new phenomenon in the history of revolutions’ as Eugen 

Rosenstock-Huessy interprets it, where the gap keeps getting smaller in each successive one 

between the political realm of ‘regime change, as the “man of rights” could still conceive it’ (Marc, 

A. 1932a: 59-65) in the Atlantic Revolutions, and the total existential commitment of the modern 

revolutionary, as Marc understood it from his Russian experience, and in which Ordre Nouveau 

Personalists likewise located the spiritual realm. For Marc favours the tendency in any revolution 

‘to recreate the face of the world and establish a new order’, whether it be Cromwell’s ‘kingdom 

of God’ or Marx’s ‘world of freedom’ (Marc 1932a: 59-65). 

Here Marc sounds unusually close to a whole current of Romantic/mystical revolutionary 

millennialism in contemporary German-Jewish thought, including the likes of Martin Buber, 
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Gustav Landauer, Gershom Scholem and Walter Benjamin (Löwy 1988). He thus states that ‘this 

messianic and eschatological element of any revolution is only fruitful to the extent that it fosters 

fanatical confidence in the possibility of establishing a “definitive” perfect order’ (Marc 1932a: 

59-65). And yet, in tune with the logic of Jewish messianism as it was understood in Mitteleuropa, 

Marc also seems well aware that a messiah’s claim to have come once and for all at a particular 

moment of history makes him a false one, since a hallmark of the real Messiah is that he remains 

forever ‘to-come’. Wary of all utopianism, he feels that such a messianic type of thinking is 

immune to this disease of revolutions by virtue of the ‘internal contradiction’ it implies, ‘that 

reveals the necessarily precarious and imperfect character of any established order and founds in 

this way the notion of permanent revolution’.(Marc 1932a: 59-65) This allows full scope to ‘the 

unexpressed sense, the ineffable hope, the ultimate value of any new order, whose fascinating 

image revolution casts before itself’ as that of ‘the birth of a new man [...]’.(Marc 1932a: 59-65) 

True to Rosenstock-Huessy’s understanding of the Resurrection as the opportunity for death and 

rebirth, 

Goethe’s “Die and become”[Stirb und werde] thus seems to express the law of any 

revolution. Man must die to himself so that, from his ashes, may be born a new 

Adam, a “free conscience” (the Reformation), a “citizen” (the French Revolution), 

a “conscious proletarian” (the Russian Revolution), an “overman” (Nietzsche) ... 

And this observation allows us to tie, in a word, to its “natural” foundation an article 

of faith that is dear to us: our Personalism. Whereas the individualism we are 

fighting against is only the expression of a temporary state of affairs, issuing from 

the Renaissance and the French Revolution, Personalism expresses a necessary and 

eternal feature of any revolution [...]. (Marc 1932a: 59-65) 

 

The revolutionary Personalist doctrine Marc defined in his article ‘L’Ordre’ had for him the 

‘meaning of a message at once outside of time and at the heart of the most temporal actuality’ 

(Dupuis 1932a: 39-45); this is his way of alluding to the religious meaning it has for him, and 
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which he would elaborate upon a year later in the pages of Esprit in the form of an account of the 

thought of the fictitious German theologian Otto Neumann (O.N./New Man!), so he could freely 

indulge in the typically Ordre Nouveau revolutionary rhetoric that kept getting Esprit into trouble 

with the Catholic establishment. Mounier never saw through the hoax and was decisively 

influenced by this text’s proclamation of an indissoluble union between Christianity and 

Personalist Revolution over against individualistic bourgeois-liberal reaction (Marc 1933). Proof 

of Rosenstock-Huessy’s lasting influence on Marc, he cited Die Europäischen Revolutionen again 

in 1936 in L’Ordre Nouveau in an article on legal history, drawing on their common academic 

background to establish the closely related origins of party, state and nation (leading to their 

modern totalitarian conflation), in the Renaissance city-state as ‘the first secularized body politic, 

in the modern sense, the first State’ understood ‘in the likeness of God’ (Marc 1936: 42). This 

article also drew on Georges Gurvitch’s L’idée du droit social (‘The Idea of Social Law’), which 

had already appeared in the section devoted to law and history of Ordre Nouveau’s brief 

‘revolutionary bibliography’ in the third issue of its review alongside ‘ROSENSTÖCK [sic] (Dr 

EUGEN): Les Révolutions européennes (en allemand)’ (Ordre Nouveau 1933: 4). The single 

paragraph that followed can serve as a summation of Ordre Nouveau’s understanding of 

Revolution, the benchmark that allowed it to critically assess (usually as révolutions manquées) 

current revolutionary regimes and fledgling ‘non-conformist’ movements throughout what Marc 

termed ‘Young Europe’  (Dupuis and Marc 1933). It shows that Marc relayed what he had found 

in Rosenstock-Huessy to Ordre Nouveau comrades lacking his direct access to German sources, 

in this case to Arnaud Dandieu, the group’s chief theorist, as the likely author of these lines: 

Periods of decadence are characterized by a morbid reinforcement of State powers. 

The democratic mess ends up in tyrannical demagoguery. The true Revolution, the 

one that founds a new order, topples rigid systems, imperialisms, and dreams of 

world domination, in favour of a flexible system where the decentralisation of 
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political power relies on the community of spiritual thrust [élan]; where finally the 

instruments of production, freed from the yoke of speculation, are put at the service 

of the human person. (Ordre Nouveau 1933: 4) 

 

The blueprint for achieving the latter point was the main contribution of Dandieu’s book La 

Révolution nécessaire, on which he was then putting the finishing touches, in July 1933. It would 

be his testament, becoming Ordre Nouveau’s Bible after his premature death at age 35, on 6 August 

1933. Spelling out in a special chapter the group’s theory of Revolution, he singled out among the 

‘many essays published on revolutions’ the most recent one by ‘Dr. Rosenstock’, as evidence of 

the new autonomy and dignity the term was finding among philosophers as among the masses, 

having long been synonymous with a wasteful breakdown of social order instead of its essential 

character as ‘Novae res’. He underlined that, after a long line of religious and political revolutions 

that were not always conceived as such, revolution had started to become self-aware in France, for 

it was noteworthy that, there, ‘revolutionary creation is indeed viewed as a spiritual totality 

implying in its very reality a new social morality and a new public law’ (Aron and Dandieu 1933: 

172–3), exclusive of older ways. The rest of the book was devoted to translating this new ethos 

into the creation of a corresponding institution, the civilian service, that is reminiscent of the peace 

service Rosenstock-Huessy championed all his life. The overcoming of the sovereign nation-state 

and the reorganization of productive activity were intertwined in Ordre Nouveau’s idea of the new 

revolution needed for the French nation to move beyond the decadence signalled by its idolatry of 

borders (Aron and Dandieu 1931), having lost sight of ‘the messianic tradition taken up by the 

Jacobins’ (Cristaudo 2012: 256) that allowed them to embrace as French citizens foreigners like 

Anacharsis Cloots or Thomas Paine, in ‘a new community of Europe and of all civilized 

nations’(Rosenstock-Huessy 1993: 6, cited in Cristaudo 2012: 258). For ‘any established order 

that does not allow man to manifest his spiritual activity is condemned to ruin because it kills one 
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of the elements constituting society, and destroys what it wants to preserve, that is, man’(Dupuis 

1932a: 39–45). Likewise, ‘it matters little for Rosenstock-Huessy how venerable the institutions 

are that orthodoxies attach themselves to –they are spirited or they are not, they lift up or they do 

not, they enhance life or they destroy it’, and in the latter case, are doomed to become the target of 

‘those who are struggling to bring down a hellish order and create a new one that is fit for people 

who wish to live fully’ (Cristaudo 2012: 253). As Ordre Nouveau often stated, ‘when order is no 

longer to be found in order, it must be found in Revolution’(Ordre Nouveau 1934: 31).  

 

Work and labour 

 

Thus, among the ‘spiritual causes of our attitude’, such an ‘active and creative violence, 

resulting from man’s normal expansion’, appears as ‘humanity’s specific feature’, by which the 

‘rational and abstract frameworks (national borders, banking system)’ of the ‘current social order’ 

must be broken in a ‘primarily psychological revolution’(Ordre Nouveau 1931: 153-5). (Ordre 

Nouveau liked repeating after Dandieu that ‘revolutions are bloody to the extent that they are badly 

prepared’(Ordre Nouveau 1934: 1), while Rosenstock-Huessy viewed them more conventionally 

as a ‘ferocious outbreak of revolt’(Cristaudo 2012: 253)). ‘This “Personalism” entails a break from 

the abstract individualism of liberals as well as with any doctrine putting the State, in whatever 

form, at the level of a superior value’(Ordre Nouveau 1931: 153-5). Based on the perpetual 

surpassing of any existing order, it requires the mobilization by science of all material resources 

to free the person from stultifying chores and enable him/her to make new conquests. Dandieu and 

his followers would point to the example of a connection between technical and spiritual 

revolutions provided by the work of Lefebvre des Noëttes on the advent of efficient harnessing 
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and shoeing of draft animals and horses in Europe around the XIth century as a labour-saving 

device that made obsolete the remains of slavery and enabled the emergence of a new order of 

bourgeois liberties in medieval cities out of the Christian feudal order of serfs, lords and 

Church.(Aron and Dandieu 1933: 77-78) Rosenstock-Huessy also liked to dwell on this and other 

work in the same field to underscore the direct connection between the Papal Revolution and the 

emancipatory impact of these new technologies.(Rosenstock-Huessy 1961, 566: gloss on Plate 6 

and p. 140) Though its findings, widely noticed at the time, have since been largely debunked, it 

is a telling coincidence that the second edition (1931) of Lefebvre des Noëttes’s study, spelling 

out the connection he made between slavery and inefficient ancient technologies and hence the 

technical reason for its medieval overcoming in Western Europe, came out the same year as Die 

Europäischen Revolutionen; though one cannot rule out without closer investigation that Marc 

might have picked up the importance of Lefebvre des Noëttes’s work from Rosenstock-Huessy’s 

book and conveyed it to Dandieu, this is probably just another striking instance of the spontaneous 

parallelism of intuitions and interests between these thinkers, down to the spiritual interpretation 

of a fine point of material history. 

Be that as it may, when applied to the economics of advanced industrial societies, 

Dandieu’s aggressive ‘Nietzschean’ conception of spirit called for the replacement of ‘a society 

that can only function by subordinating consumption to production, qualitative work that creates 

new values to quantitative, undifferentiated piecework, by a wholly different society’ (Ordre 

Nouveau 1931: 153-5): a leisure society in which the free time generated by labour-saving 

innovations would become available to all by spreading equally over the citizenry whatever chores 

are not yet absorbed, on the model of military service, so that every person benefits from technical 

gains that are no longer automatically reinvested in the methodical pursuit of profit. This would 
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abolish the proletarian condition by relieving any single class from dependence on repetitive, 

dehumanising labour best left to machines, thanks to a citizenship income allowing everyone not 

to have to rely for survival on a shrinking supply of full-time salaried employment – a demand 

since then championed by social thinkers of all stripes. 

But already in the book Arbeitsdienst — Heeresdienst ? (‘Work Service — Army Service 

?’, Rosenstock 1932), Rosenstock-Huessy argued that a work service was indispensable to face 

increasing automation in the future. He would later acknowledge that the ‘very clever text’ on the 

universal civilian service as a solution to the social question (i. e. Popper-Lynkeus 1912) by ‘a 

radical spirit’, visionary polymath Josef Popper-Lynkeus (1838–1921), went much further in 

addressing these issues, even though he himself (unlike Martin Buber) did not believe in the 

‘Lynkeus proposal,’ namely, ‘that all young people should serve ten years for the production of 

the goods necessary for the life of the entire people. They would thereafter be free to do whatever 

they wanted’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1965: 52–3), much as in Ordre Nouveau’s own resort to an 

increasingly short civilian service aimed mostly at a planned sector of the economy providing basic 

goods, which a guaranteed income would make available to all. This was but an application of 

Dandieu’s ‘dichotomic method’ for reaping the fruits of progress: ‘first the spiritual, then the 

economic; labour-saving through the machine, liberation of creative power through leisure’ (Aron 

and Dandieu 1993: 242). Since the ‘fragmented labour’ fostered by ‘Scientific Management’ is, 

‘as far as possible, depersonalised, separated from the worker as an individual’ (Aron and Dandieu 

1993: 231), it is necessary to distinguish between labour-as-chore and work-as-creation (Aron and 

Dandieu 1993: 225). For not only does the former ‘dehumanise man’, it also deprives matter of 

any quality, by reducing it entirely to the undifferentiated stuff of rational calculations. ‘Thus the 

spirit, as it loses any complete contact with matter, can no longer be human, nor free: and matter 



16 
 

itself, separated from the spirit in this way, falls into the realm of unreal abstractions’ (Aron and 

Dandieu 1993: 231). 

Rosenstock-Huessy too was reluctant to find spiritual meaning in just any kind of work. At 

the Akademie für Arbeit (Academy for Work) of the University of Frankfurt he first led from 1921 

to 1923, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy thus set up Freizeiten (‘free times’), civilian service sessions 

in which intellectuals, technicians and workers could meet to experience together new forms of 

creative work. This attitude brought him into conflict with Ernst Michel, a Catholic colleague who 

believed in the redemptive qualities of work, as did the Flemish theorist of ‘ethical socialism’ 

Hendrik De Man (Keller 2001). Intrigued by De Man’s ideas on the bi-zonal planned economy, 

Alexandre Marc visited him in Frankfurt in 1932. After intense discussions, he conceived serious 

misgivings about De Man’s increasingly popular ideas. For Ordre Nouveau, it made no sense in 

the industrial era to talk of labour in itself as a ‘spiritualization of matter’, and a ‘contingent form 

of man’s first vocation’ of contemplation, as Mounier did in his first editorial for Esprit, claiming 

that, as ‘the law of embodied spirit’, ‘labour in nature can no longer be thought of, as did Descartes, 

as a material tyranny; it is at once a conversation and a moral conquest’, giving to all labour a new 

dignity (Mounier 1961 I: 163–4). This is precisely what Dandieu expressly denies by insisting on 

the dichotomy between creation and labour as spiritually opposite functions. The defining feature 

of man understood as homo agens, creation ‘does not come from so-called manual labour, which 

has always been more or less automatic since ancient times, but from contact with natural 

resistances and feelings of risk and choice’, grasped by the person from within the immanent 

totality of a work (Aron and Dandieu 1993: 234). ‘Labour by contrast, and generally any 

occupation submitted to material constraint, is degrading because, being less free, it is less actual 

and therefore less joyful’(Aron and Dandieu 1993: 224). 
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This distinction between work and labour anticipated by decades the one made by Hannah 

Arendt in The Human Condition, (where she made pointed references to the kind of ‘theology of 

labour’ promoted by Mounier and other Catholic thinkers close to Esprit (Arendt 1958: 316–325). 

Such a distinction allowed Marc to repeatedly denounce the sophistry of the idea of ‘Joy at Work’, 

underpinning Hendrik De Man’s inquiry into the psychological experience of industrial labour (De 

Man 1927). In the rift that appeared publicly between the two wings of the Personalist movement 

in the spring of 1934, Mounier’s review had even counterpoised to La Révolution nécessaire the 

De Man Labour Plan, soon to be adopted by the Van Zeeland government in Belgium. Rather than 

looking at foreign attempts to kick-start the flailing productivist model along Keynesian lines, 

Ordre Nouveau preferred to organize a test-run of its civilian service as a first step beyond it. In 

the second half of July 1935 in paper and car plants in Paris, and in the first half of August in brush 

and carpet factories of Beauvais, forty volunteers took the place, but not the pay, of as many 

unskilled workers, allowing some of them to take the first vacation in their entire working life. 

This experiment was well-received in the media, even though its planned expansion the next year 

was nipped in the bud by the newly elected Popular Front’s creation of paid holidays (Roy 2013). 

Ordre Nouveau’s civilian service ideas and experiment were sympathetically followed by 

its German ally Harro Schulze-Boysen of the Gegner group (entry B 212.1 in Mohler 2005: 524), 

whose mediating role explains the surprising prevalence of likeminded ‘national-revolutionaries’ 

among the French Personalists’ contacts beyond the Rhine. From Schulze-Boysen’s perspective, 

according to his correspondence with his parents between 1930 and 1932, such a capacity for 

personal asceticism in service to the community could alone confer upon those who would lead it 

the necessary authority to constitute genuine national unity, for which all would be ready to make 

the greatest sacrifices and to share their last piece of bread with a neighbour without feeling 
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exploited, being committed in body and soul to the total solidarity for which it called. This is why 

he felt the Arbeitsdienstpflicht (‘Compulsory Work Service’) was the political task of his 

generation, so that he even organized an academic debate on this topic (Coppi and Andresen 2002). 

The idea of such community work was very popular in young activist circles, and Schulze-Boysen 

avidly followed a number of experiments they organized, often referring in Gegner to discussions 

about them – e.g. Rosenstock-Huessy’s books (Rosenstock and Trotha 1931; more are listed in 

Cristaudo 2012) about the work camps he organized between 1926 and 1932 in a volunteer form, 

before the Nazis launched their own compulsory Arbeitsdienstpflicht. As Schulze-Boysen 

explained in his review in July 1932, the volunteer work service was a splendid tool in the service 

of socialist Revolution, allowing it to break through the capitalist old order separating classes 

(Schulze-Boysen 1932: 8–10). 

 

Towards Resistance 

 

The Arbeitsdienstpflicht would therefore be one of the few features of actually existing National-

Socialism that Schulze-Boysen approved of, even as he used his position in the Air Ministry to 

relay military intelligence to the USSR in order to hasten Germany’s defeat and hoped-for switch 

to the side of the post-capitalist future. For his part, Alexandre Marc was among the first members 

of the Catholic Resistance to the German occupation of France, so that, by the end of 1942, he and 

his family barely managed to escape to Switzerland. This was just about when Harro Schulze-

Boysen was executed. A decade later, while in Berlin promoting federalist schemes for European 

unity, Marc was able to briefly talk with the president and co-founder of the local chapter of 

Europa-Union, Carl Dietrich von Trotha, who had known Schulze-Boysen from law school. He 
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had later served as the Red Orchestra’s contact within the Kreisau Circle of the German Resistance, 

having even met Schulze-Boysen on the eve of his arrest.  Trotha could not elaborate before 

leaving on a trip to America, where he would be hit and killed by a motorboat while swimming in 

Lake Michigan. Yet he had apparently assured Marc that Schulze-Boysen shared his European 

ideals to the end and only relied on the Soviet Union because the Western powers were in no 

position to help yet. That may have been what Schulze-Boysen told potential allies to allay their 

suspicions about his network’s Communist ties, and what Alexandre Marc needed to believe. 

However, Schulze-Boysen’s discursive and strategic rapprochement with Marxism was consistent 

with a national-revolutionary position to which he had arrived early on. His Hegelian sense of 

historical necessity and the State had brought him to a pro-Soviet position as a German nationalist, 

much like later Third World nationalist revolutionaries. Similar historicist reasoning also guided 

the post-war Esprit, which came to shun the European federalism promoted by Ordre Nouveau 

veterans like Marc, Rougemont and Aron as a ploy of American imperialism (Roy 2012). 

It is ironic that Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy’s dialogical Personalist circle remained all but 

unknown to Ordre Nouveau all this time, since it became the nucleus of another branch of the 

German Resistance that had a lot more in common with Marc’s ideals. Among Rosenstock-

Huessy’s assistants in the volunteer labour camps he launched in 1926 were the future Kreisau 

Circle’s leader Helmuth James von Moltke and its two economists, Horst von Einsiedel and 

Moltke’s cousin Carl Dietrich von Trotha, who had actually grown up on the Kreisau estate before 

his foreign trips as a scout made him an ardent promoter of European integration. Rosenstock-

Huessy was much affected by the latter’s tragic death and spoke at his funeral, according to his 

grandson Raymond Huessy, who related this to the author at the 2014 conference in Waterloo, 

Ontario. This is understandable, as Rosenstock-Huessy (1963: 85) saw the Kreisau Circle around 
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Moltke and Einsiedel as the finest fruit of his work service, which had been designed to create 

concrete bonds between members of all groups and classes of society as a basis for dialogue and 

community through the shared sacrifice of their time. In this, Rosenstock-Huessy was closer to 

Schulze-Boysen’s concerns than to those of Dandieu, who would have balked at any suggestion 

of building community on ascetic sacrifice for its own sake. For him, the work service was only a 

debt that free citizens owed society, just as it owed them a basic income as a precondition of the 

meaningful exercise of freedom. 

Given Rosenstock-Huessy’s impact on several leading members of the Kreisau Circle, it is 

probably no coincidence that Moltke independently came to defend within it positions reminiscent 

of Ordre Nouveau’s. Critical of the Hegelian philosophy of history and of centralised State power, 

in his memorandum Die kleinen Gemeinschaften (‘Small Communities’), Moltke advocated a 

federation of small-scale communities that were beyond the opposition between Gemeinschaft and 

Gesellschaft (Community and Civil Society as theorized in 1887 by Ferdinand Tönnies in an 

influential early classic of sociology), in that free personal involvement in local community affairs 

was inseparable from responsible citizenship in the wider society, on national, continental and 

global scales (Illian 1996). The Kreisauers likewise based their vision of Europe as a third force 

between East and West on a Personalist philosophy as a middle position beyond collectivism and 

individualism, as Ordre Nouveau always had. But the kind of Personalism they had in mind had 

specifically German roots, antedating the French version. One strand of it was the ‘religious 

socialism’ of Paul Tillich and the Neue Blätter für den Sozialismus at the time of this review’s 

contacts with Schulze-Boysen and Marc. The other was the dialogical Personalism of Rosenstock-

Huessy’s ecumenical circles and work camps, whose legacy lived on in emigration beyond the 

war. After Moltke’s execution in 1945, his widow Freya eventually made a new life in the United 
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States with Rosenstock-Huessy himself, who had found his way there in 1933. As a professor at 

Dartmouth College, he obtained President Roosevelt’s blessing to organise a cadre school for the 

New Deal’s Civilian Conservation Corps. Set up in nearby Sharon, Vermont, from 1939 to 1941, 

Camp William James provided an inspiration for President Kennedy’s Peace Corps (Moltke, 

Huessy and Stahmer 1996). It differed from the existing CCC however in that it avoided singling 

out the unemployed for humiliating concern, by including high school student volunteers in equal 

proportions, in the spirit of its German prototypes (Rosenstock-Huessy 1965: 51). By their 

deliberate inclusiveness, Rosenstock-Huessy’s work initiatives approached the anonymous civic 

universality of Ordre Nouveau’s civilian service and basic income, designed to spare vulnerable 

groups any stigma. 

As for Alexandre Marc, he had parted ways with fellow-travelling Esprit Personalists in 

remaining true to the non-conformist roots of Ordre Nouveau, focusing on the institutional 

recasting of a united but decentralised Europe as a model for the world to emulate. Marc tried to 

recover the revolutionary momentum of European federalism in 1955, by launching a grassroots 

campaign for a Congress of the European People, but it petered out within a couple of years. 

Thereafter, he would concentrate on educational activities aimed at European integration. Even 

then, Marc insisted that Europe was not an end in itself, but a means to foster a truly human 

civilisation based on the primacy of the person in living communities, freed of the 

instrumentalisation of binary oppositions in clashes between political blocs, social classes or 

civilisations, which he thought the modern nation-state promoted. Long spuriously dismissed as a 

variant of fascism by Marxist and liberal critics alike, such a Third-Way revolution to save Western 

civilisation from itself  has turned out to have more enduring relevance than the ‘coming’ 

internationalist revolution of socialist states that drove Harro Schulze-Boysen in the heyday of the 



22 
 

Soviet Union. In many ways, Eugen Rosenstock-Huessy might have been a more natural German 

match for Marc and his friends. In hindsight, a virtual indirect acknowledgment of this missed 

meeting of minds may be read into Rosenstock-Huessy’s own admission that Popper-Lynkeus’ 

idea of civilian service, so close to Ordre Nouveau’s, ‘perhaps has a future again’, now that ‘the 

bankruptcy of the pure war economy of Communism is manifest’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1965: 53). 

He mentioned it at the end of his life to show that it belonged alongside his own work service 

experiments among ‘the sprouts being trampled today in the opposition between Capital and 

Labour, between so-called capitalist and Communist countries, an artificially exaggerated 

opposition’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1965: 53). To the post-war youth organizations that, thinking of 

Nazi regimentation, reacted to such suggestions by crying: ‘anything, but no work service!’, 

Rosenstock-Huessy replied that ‘what has been abused must be purified, it must be renewed; but 

it is not refuted because it has been misused’ (Rosenstock-Huessy 1965: 54). ‘Only failure puts 

our earnestness to the test’ of long-term patience; it is in itself no argument against an idea 

(Rosenstock-Huessy 1965: 53). When it came to one on which he had staked high hopes, 

Rosenstock-Huessy seemed more willing to admit with Marc that history’s apparent losers could 

be right after all, in the long run of mankind’s spiritual advances, over the arc of Europe’s 

revolutions towards a more perfect planetary union. 
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