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EARLY CHRISTIANITY



General Introduction to the Series

1

This edition of History of Political Ideas represents the first com-
plete publication of the typescript of Eric Voegelin’s primary work
of the fifteen-year period between 1939 and 1954. The decision
to publish the “History” as part of the author’s Collected Works
was made during a meeting of the Advisory Board in September
1986. Although the Collected Works was not conceived as a critical
edition of Voegelin’s work, it was one of the board’s primary goals
to make as many of the author’s writings as possible accessible to
a larger public without delaying the publication into an indefinite
future. Of Voegelin’s previously unpublished work, the “History”
is, without doubt, of central importance for an understanding not
only of the author’s own intellectual development but also of the
fundamental theoretical problems that shaped his later work. There
was general agreement at the time that without the “History” it
would be difficult to justify the purpose of the Collected Works
both to the publisher and to the public at large.

Once the decision to publish the “History” had been made, how-
ever, a number of questions needed to be faced, including whether
Voegelin himself would have acceded to its publication and what
form he would have wished to give to it. Neither question had an
easy answer. On the one hand it could be argued that Voegelin him-
selt had published individual chapters or parts of chapters during
the 1940s and early 1950s.T He also had permitted John Hallowell

1. “Siger de Brabant” (1944), “Bakunin’s Confession” (1946), “Plato’s Egyptian
Myth” (1947]), “The Origins of Scientism” {1948), “The Philosophy of Existence:
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION TO THE SERIES

to publish substantial parts of the chapters on the modern period
under the title From Enlightenment to Revolution in 1975. On the
other hand, it was much more difficult to establish whether the au-
thor would have allowed the publication of the entire manuscript.
For this reason the board initially intended to call the series Studies
in the History of Political Ideas, in the sense of the German term
Materialien, so as to indicate that these volumes neither represent
the form in which Voegelin himself would have published the
manuscript nor constitute a complete text with a beginning and an
end. If we now return to the book’s original title after all, we must
at the same time stress that the “History” published herein is an
unrevised remnant of a much larger manuscript that was mined for
other works, especially volumes 2 and 3 of Order and History. The
briet discussion of Israel was expanded by the author into the large
volume Israel and Revelation, volume 1 of Order and History.

In order to answer important questions about its text to the
editors’ satisfaction as well as to give the reader as accurate a picture
of this monumental abandoned work as possible, we must go back
and trace its genesis and development. Voegelin himself repeatedly
spoke about the “History,” most notably in his Autobiographical
Reflections, where he briefly summarized the process of writing the
“History” from its inception in 1939 to the “breakthrough” of 1951
that occurred while he was preparing the Walgreen Lectures that
became The New Science of Politics. There, faced with writing a
concise theory of representation and existence in truth, Voegelin
was forced to think through problems that had arisen in the course
of more than a decade. Voegelin’s realization was that he “had to
give up ‘ideas’ as objects of a history and establish the experience
of reality—personal, social, historical, cosmic—as the reality to be
explored historically.”? When he discovered that he could apply the
problem of Gnosticism to modern ideological phenomena, Voegelin

Plato's Gorgias" (1949), “The Formation of the Marxian Revolutionary Idea” (1950),
“Machiavelli’s Prince: Background and Formation” [1951], “More’s Utopia” (1951,
and “The World of Homer” 195 3), the majority of which appeared in Review of Pol-
itics. A long article on Bodin (never published)} was to follow, as the correspondence
with Walter Gurian, the editor of Review of Politics, indicates.

2. Initially elicited by tape-recorded interview in 1973 for, and published in
substantial part in, Ellis Sandoz, The Voegelinian Revolution: A Biographical In-
troduction {Baton Rouge, 1981], the “ Autobiographical Memoir” {as it is sometimes
called) was fully published as Autobiographical Reflections, ed. Ellis Sandoz {Baton
Rouge, 198¢); for the quoted passage see p. Ro.
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had found an important key to solving the problems of political or-
der. But what had led up to that point is reflected in the “History of
Political Ideas” and the slow and often painful process of its genesis.

II

On February 9, 1939, Eric Voegelin signed a “Memorandum of
Agreement” with McGraw-Hill Book Company for a book to be
entitled “ A History of Political Ideas.” The book was to be a college
textbook of approximately two hundred pages, and the manuscript
was to be delivered to the publisher some time in 1940. The editor of
the textbook series at McGraw-Hill at the time was Fritz Morstein
Marx, a political scientist whom Voegelin had met at Harvard and
who subsequently taught at Queens College in New York City.
Voegelin must have seen an opportunity to write a book tor an
American audience and at the same time to add a work in English to
his list of publications, something that would clearly be an asset in
planning his professional career in his new homeland. He had just
accepted a position as assistant professor at Bennington College,
and a two-hundred-page book must have looked like a manageable
undertaking.

Instead of accepting a generous renewal of his contract at Ben-
nington, however, Voegelin went to the University of Alabama in
the fall of 1939. The new teaching responsibilities as well as such
civic obligations as “16 talks in fraternities, veterans’ organizations,
and women’s clubs” took their toll on the progress of the “His-
tory,” as Voegelin wrote to Morstein Marx in April 1940. While he
anticipated the completion of the “ancient period” by the end of
the spring semester of that year, the Middle Ages and the modern
period could not be completed until the summer, which he would
spend in Cambridge, Massachusetts, researching materials on the
Middle Ages at Harvard’s Widener Library. At Morstein Marx’s
urging, Voegelin agreed to complete the manuscript by September 1,
1940. Fall and winter came and went, and in April 1941 Morstein
Marx again inquired about the state of the book. This time, Voegelin
responded with a table of contents for the parts that he considered
ready for publication. His letter to Morstein Marx ot May 6, 1941,
is of interest because it is also a statement about the direction in
which his work had been going. A central position in the transi-
tion from the Middle Ages to the modern period was held by the

3
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“paragraph” on “The People of God,” which gave a “survey (30
MS.-pages) of the movements from the tenth century to the present,
which means that it contains the revolution-problem, medieval and
modern.” “Incidentally,” Voegelin continued, “The People of God
is in my opinion a very important synthesis of the dynamics of
Western ideas, which has never been given in this way.”

The author’s only worry was that Morstein Marx would find the
“unorthodox treatment too much at variance with the expectations
of readers who live in the time when Queen Victoria was young and
beautiful.” By the summer of 1941, however, the delays had become
disturbing to Morstein Marx. He was no longer to be placated with
optimistic prognoses, because he had seen the earlier outlines and
was justifiably concerned that the work was far from being finished.
“This is not to be a tome, you know-—and the publishers might not
like too much delay,” he wrote in a brief note on July 31. Voegelin
replied with a long letter, dated August 4, 1941. The letter spells
out what Voegelin saw himself doing in 1941 and how he labored
under the restrictions imposed on him by the textbook format.
“] cannot write outrageous nonsense on essential questions and
ruin my reputation in order to comply with the picture of the
world of the text-book tribe,” he says about his dilemma, which
had at last reached the critical stage. There was no more point in
hiding the problem. The truth was that the project could not be
done as a textbook, because the discrepancy between the actual
state of “science” and the sorry state of the academic discipline of
political theory in America was simply too great. And no amount of
“argumentative support of the results” was going to make the book
acceptable to his colleagues; this fact was becoming exceedingly
clear. The outline of the manuscript with an exact page count of
the parts already typed that was attached to the letter was most
likely a last-ditch attempt to show Morstein Marx that the book
did indeed exist and was eventually going to be published.

Morstein Marx in turn showed that he was quite capable of
reading between the lines and of counting manuscript pages. In his
response to Voegelin of August 9, he openly mentions what he had
previously managed to suppress: the book might no longer fit into
the series because it had grown “too fat” and the publisher was now
in a position to use the delays as an excuse for dropping the project.
In the same breath, Morstein Marx acknowledges “that just this
very book is sorely needed” and speaks of his willingness “to hunt

4
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for another publisher myself if. . . .” On August 21, a last appeal
went out to Voegelin to send the entire manuscript by late Septem-
ber. It was never sent. Not until the spring of 1944 did Voegelin ap-
proach his editor again to tell him the good news that “the ‘History’
has reached a stage of completion where conversations concerning
publication can be started” and that it had now become a three-
volume treatise. Would McGraw-Hill still be interested, or could
Morstein Marx help find another publisher? Perhaps Macmillan
might be interested? On October 4, 1944, Morstein Marx was able
to write a letter congratulating his former author on the successful
conclusion of a contract with the Macmillan Company. “1 am quite
serious when I say that the appearance of the work will have historic
meaning for the development of political theory in this country.”
The second phase of the “History” had begun.

11

It is much more difficult to relate the history of Eric Voegelin's
association with his new publisher. Not only did this association
last much longer—ten years—but there was as well no sort of linear
development of Voegelin’s work that can be told as a story with a
beginning, a middle, and an end. Rather, the pattern that already had
become visible during the first years of the writing of the “History”
now became more pronounced. True, it appeared, the conditions of
the new association were quite different from those that existed
under the agreement with McGraw-Hill. When Voegelin signed his
contract with Macmillan on September 27, 1944, he agreed to de-
liver a three-volume work that had only very few of the restrictions
that had made his work on the textbook so difficult. Not only had
the editor at Macmillan, Charles Anderson, seen the manuscript for
the two completed volumes of the “History,” but it was also un-
derstood that Voegelin’s work would be marketed as an ambitious
replacement of the existing standard works on the history of po-
litical theory, those by William A. Dunning and George H. Sabine.
Furthermore, the time pressure that had hampered Voegelin’s first
attempt was absent. Major new publishing projects could wait until
the end of the war, and thus the author, having finished two-thirds
of the work, could turn his attention to the last volume and to
revising the two earlier ones. His own professional situation at
LSU (where he had been appointed in January 1942) had become

5
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stable, and thus the future of the “History” seemed bright. The
publisher expected three volumes of four hundred, five hundred,
and six hundred pages, respectively, and was prepared to send the
manuscript to outside reviewers for their critical comments.

If one follows only the correspondence between Voegelin and
Macmillan, one does not get the impression that anything might go
wrong. In October 1945, Voegelin reported that he had made good
progress during the summer, having added another two hundred
pages to volume 3, “The Modern World”; he was expecting to finish
by “the earlier part of 1946.” The conclusion of World War II had,
in fact, removed any remaining obstacles to publication, be they
economic or scholarly, the latter affecting “the final formulation
of this or that problem of current interest.” Moreover, the author
professed a lively interest in “publication at the earliest possible
date” for reasons “of my position and career.” The real question
was whether all three volumes should appear simultaneously or if
the work “would make a bigger splash” if individual volumes were
published in short intervals. And, Voegelin asks, if the latter was to
be the case, should the publication of volume 1 “be delayed longer
than absolutely necessary for technical reasons?” This, clearly, is
not the voice of a scholar about to change his work, let alone aban-
don it. Indeed, Macmillan submitted the manuscript for volumes
1 and 2 to an outside reader, Professor Francis W. Coker at Yale.
His report came back in April 1946 and proved on the whole very
favorable, even though Coker’s Anglo-American sensibility was
somewhat disturbed by Voegelin’s “fondness for finding mystic,
mythical, symbolic implications in political writings.” Voegelin did
not hesitate to write a personal letter to Professor Coker in which he
pointed out that this “fondness” was not a mere whim on his part,
but a fundamental principle of interpretation that he had developed
“after the breakdown of an attempt to write a systematic theory of
politics {around 1930).”3 Furthermore, Voegelin added, not without
a touch of irony, there was a new monographic literature by scholars
such as Alois Dempf, Erich Przywara, Ortwin de Graeff, and Hans
Urs von Balthasar that had set the “scientific standards” for his
work.

3. Voegelin to Francis W. Coker, May 1, 1946, Eric Voegelin Papers, Hoover
Institution Archives, box ¢, file 21. Other cited correspondence and manuscript

material is also to be found in this collection of Voegelin's papers, hereafter cited
by box and file.
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Another review initiated by Macmillan reached Voegelin in Feb-
ruary 1948, and that reviewer also saw only the first two volumes.
His report was considerably more critical than Coker’s and not only
suggested major stylistic changes but moreover raised questions
about Voegelin's theoretical emphasis on “evocative ideas” and
myth. The reviewer clearly cared little for Voegelin’s “point of
view,” which he largely ascribed to his “continental background.”
He noted, “This point of view is largely unfamiliar to English and
American scholars, and probably less familiar to students of gov-
ernment than to students of intellectual history.”4 What Voegelin
was up against is most evident in the report’s closing paragraph:

It does not seem likely, however, that American or British scholars
will develop the somewhat mystical attitude toward such beliefs
that seem to be implied especially in Voegelin’s account of Plato.
So far American scholars have shown themselves more likely to
turn to Freud for a reputedly scientific account of the way myths
are generated by the Unconscious and projected into human rela-
tionships. The “growth of the spiritual substance which determines
the contents and scope of the political evocation,” or the “spiritual
singularity of human spirituality” are not current American ways
of talking.

It does not come as a surprise that the reviewer also remained skep-
tical about the book’s sales prospects. Macmillan’s editor, Charles
Anderson, in transmitting the report, asked Voegelin for his re-
actions and raised the possibility of putting the three volumes
into two books, thus improving the work’s marketing chances.
Voegelin's response was swift. In seven pages he addressed himself
to the questions of the work’s organization, style, and “point of
view.” While not disagreeing with Anderson’s idea of two volumes,
he made it clear that parts 1 and 2, that is, “The Ancient World”
and “The Middle Ages,” would have to be bound in one volume,

because the volume on the modern period would be as long as
the other two together. As to the criticism of his style, Voegelin

wryly remarked that such obvious authorities as Robert Heilman
and Cleanth Brooks agreed “that the style is excellent English.”

In the absence of any definition of what the Reporter considers
idiomatic or unidiomatic I consider it a possibility that, what im-
presses him as unidiomatic, is the philosophical language of the

4. "Report on Voegelin's HISTORY OF POLITICAL IDEAS,” p. 4, box 24, file &,
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treatise. There is, for instance, the author’s complaint about “the use
of words in unfamiliar senses” (giving no examples). It is possible
that the Report’s complaint is literally justified: the senses of the
words are unfamiliar to him. That does not mean, however, that
they are unfamiliar to the English language.s

The task of dismantling the reviewer’s criticisms about Voe-
gelin’s “point of view” and his predictions concerning the book’s
sale proved to be even easier. To the reviewer’s remarks about this
point of view’s unfamiliarity to English and American scholars,
Voegelin had some rather caustic responses:

[ can only say: I hope so—what sense would there be in writing and
publishing a book if the reader can find only things in it which are
familiar to him already? The Report goes on: this point of view “is
probably less familiar to students of government than to students of
intellectual history.” Again: this is quite true; political science has
become somewhat of an intellectual backwater; it is high time that
somebody makes the profession familiar with what is going on in
the world.®

There are no records of any correspondence between Macmillan
and Voegelin for several years. We know that during the interven-
ing time Voegelin saw Charles Anderson at least once, in March
1949 when Anderson was in Baton Rouge. At that time, Waldemar
Gurian, the editor of the Review of Politics, wanted to publish
chapters from the “History,” and Voegelin received Anderson’s
permission to “prepublish” the sections on Machiavelli, Bodin, and
Marx. As Voegelin put it to Gurian, Macmillan considered such a
publication a form of advertisement.? Subsequent years did in fact
see the publication of those parts of the “History” mentioned earlier
as well as The New Science of Politics, published in 1952, When the
correspondence resumed, with a letter from Anderson to Voegelin
dated October 20, 1953, it had also entered its final phase. Ander-
son had hoped to see Voegelin during another visit to Louisiana,
but Voegelin had been teaching that summer at the University of
Southern California. His inquiry about the state of the manuscript
was answered promptly. In a detailed letter, Voegelin told Anderson
that the work should have a new title, “Order and Symbols,” for

5. “Observations on the ‘Report on Voegelin's History of Political Ideas,”” box
24, file 8.

6. Ihid,, p. 7.

7. Voegelin to Waldemar Gurian, March 8, 1949, box 15, file 27.
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the “older title (History of Political Ideas) is inadequate, because the
liberal ideology on which it was based is by now exploded in critical
science by the development of the experiences of order and their
adequate symbolization.” Voegelin then explained the composition
of the three volumes:

The first volume deals with the three great symbolic forms devel-
oped in antiquity, that is, with Myth, History, and Philosophy; it
closes with Aristotle. The second volume begins with Alexander,
and deals with the respective orders of Empire and Christianity,
down to the time of their crisis in the Reformation. The third volume
is a systematic unit insofar as it deals with the development of
Modern Gnosis and its crisis in our time. The sequence of subject-
matter, thus is no longer a simple string of authors and ideas in
time.®

He approximated the number of manuscript pages: for volume 1,
1,450; for the subsequent volumes, 1,200 and 1,800 each.

Nearly eight months later, Voegelin was able to announce to
Anderson that the manuscript “now really is coming” and install-
ments were being sent to the publisher.? But by that time a sig-
nificant shift had taken place in the editorial rooms at Macmillan.
Henry McCurdy, the executive editor of the College Department,
had taken personal charge of Voegelin’s project, and he did not
hesitate to point out that the new format of the “History” bore
no resemblance to the one contracted for in 1944.7° Voegelin im-
mediately tried to clarify the situation. His contact with Charles
Anderson had been mostly in the form of personal conversations
over the years, and it was to Anderson that he explained the man-
uscript’s increasing size. The time had come to summarize those
explanations: “The history of ideas, as a science, has undergone
radical changes during the last decade. The changes pertain (1) to
the increase of materials to be covered, and (2) to the development
of methods in treating materials.” The works of Werner Jaeger and
Olof Gigon, the six volumes of Arnold Toynbee’s Study of History,
and, above all, the Chicago Oriental Institute’s studies on Egyp-
tian and Mesopotamian history were among the most important
landmarks of these changes. “Moreover, I myself have learned a
few things in the course of the work, as you may see from my New

8. Voegelin to Charles D. Anderson, October 25, 1953, box 24, file 8.
9. Voegelin to Anderson, June 7, 1954, box 24, file 8.
0. Henry B. McCurdy to Voegelin, June 30, 1054, box 24, file 8.
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Science of Politics which has come out in the meanwhile,” Voegelin
added almost as an afterthought. Despite all that, he insisted, the
nature and intention of the work had not changed: “It is still a
history of political ideas, as competently as possible representing
the present state of science. The trouble is that the state of science
in this field, as represented by me, has gone up substantially during
the last ten years. What you get as the result of the labor, is a
standard treatise on the subject that runs no danger of finding a
rival in less than a generation.” !

Voegelin obviously had to walk a very fine line. On the one hand,
he was trying to persuade his publisher that the work tor which he
had originally been contracted was the one he was going to deliver,
albeit in a vastly increased size. On the other hand, the Voegelin
who spoke here as an advocate of his work was a scholar who was
very much aware of what he had achieved and who was asking
his editor to appreciate the merits of this work, regardless of the
difficulties its publication might present. Most important—and this
takes us beyond the scope of recounting the external circumstances
of the work’s development—Voegelin knew that the addition of a
new part on Israel had given the work an entirely new dimension,
which “will make it a ‘must’ in theological seminaries and for
reverends, because {though that may sound almost unbelievable)
no book on the political ideas of Israel has ever been written at all.
Besides the Part on Israel is particularly well written and should,
therefore, appeal to a general public that is interested in Jewish
history.” There was, finally, the “expansion of the pre-Socratic
history, and especially the new interpretation of Homer,” which
would make the volume a “must” in classical studies.'?

McCurdy’s reply offered a conference with Voegelin, who was
going to pass through New York on his way to Cambridge, Mas-
sachusetts, for the summer. “I am obliged to say, however,” Mc-
Curdy added, “that the information you have given presents a
matter of real concern to me.”?3 The conference took place, and it
becomes clear from the ensuing correspondence that Voegelin put
up a stiff fight tor his book. While this has relatively little anecdotal
significance, it is important for our understanding of the genesis of

11. Voegelin to McCurdy, July 5, 1954, box 24, file 8.
12, Ibid.
13. McCurdy to Voegelin, July 9, 1954, box 24, file 8.

o
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Order and History. Not only did the editors suggest that the book be

moved from the College Department to the Trade Department, but
they also suggested a different arrangement of the three volumes.
Voegelin wanted to be tlexible, as long as his work would receive
an audience, an audience that he could now define very well: not
merely college students and their professors, but “political scien-
tists, philosophers, classicists, theologians, etc.”'4 This time, the
editors took their time in answering Voegelin’s letter. They must
have known that they had reached a stage where they had to either
commit themselves to sailing uncharted waters or tell Voegelin
that they no longer had a contract with him. Henry McCurdy,
consequently, left no doubt that the latter was the case. In assigning
the future fate of the book to Macmillan’s Trade Department, he
had made the decision.!s Voegelin knew that the “History” would
most likely not be published by Macmillan, for in his response
of September 21, 1954, he stated: “In case the decision should be
negative, I shall send you a New York address to which I beg you
to forward the MS.” He did not have to wait long. On October 11,
McCurdy sent the final word: “In view of our long association, we
regret that your work is not to bear our imprint. We shall, however,
look forward to its publication with every wish for its success.”6
The forwarding address Voegelin had given to Macmillan was
that of Helen Wolff, who, together with her husband, Kurt Wolff,
was then running Pantheon Books. The correspondence between
Helen Wolff and Eric Voegelin perhaps sheds more light on the
eventual transition from “History of Political Ideas” to “Order and
Symbols”—or Order and History, as the published volumes were to
be called—than any other documents. For the transition from one to
the other was anything but an abrupt abandonment of what, in view
of the text that comprises the volumes following this introduction,
is the very core of Eric Voegelin’s life work. Rather, it was a gradual
recognition, on Voegelin’s part, that he had indeed completed the

5 14. Voegelin to Harry H. Cloudman, Cambridge, Mass., August 20, 1954, box 24,
e 8.

15. “I am therefore, submitting, with your approval, your manuscript for volume
one together with the table of contents for volume two to our Trade Department
for their consideration. 1 will, at the same time, attach your letter of August 20
to Mr. Cloudman in which you have given some suggestions regarding possible
publication of your manuscript in more than two volumes” (McCurdy to Voegelin,
September 17, 1054, box 24, file 8).

16. McCurdy to Voegelin, October 11, 1054, box 24, file 8,

11
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central portion of this work, except that it was no longer a history of
political ideas, as he had steadfastly told his Macmillan editors, but
a history of consciousness. This theme will be resumed in part V
of this Introduction.

While the Woltts were beating the bushes to find funding tor
this monumental work, looking, among other possibilities, at the
Bollingen Series, Voegelin was equally busy looking at ways of
cutting the manuscript down to a publishable size. At the Wolfts’
suggestion, he submitted it to Oxford University Press; at the same
time, he was ready to preserve the manuscript as much as possible
or, better, to preserve its very core. By February 1955, he was able
to make a new proposal to Helen Wolff:

But I have thought over the matter in the meanwhile, and I wonder
whether it would not be the best way to get around the difficulties of
a vast project by dissecting the whole work into its major component

parts and to publish them separately. This thought suggested itself
particularly, because in the course ot this fall I have completed the

study on Moses which was still missing in the MS you have seen (I
left a gap in the pagination, where it would fit), with results beyond

my best expectations. Now that this gap is filled, it turns out that
I have completed in fact a study of the Exodus problem, that is, of
the emergence of Israel in historical form from the cosmological
civilization of Egypt.

What follows is nothing less than the admission that the entire
weight of the work had shifted.

Hence, I consider now the possibility of publishing the study of Israel
separately. It is a manuscript of about 550 pages; even in decent
format and printing it should be possible to keep it under 400 pages
in print. If [ can get that block out of the whole work, I [could] have
the Greek part published again separately. Perhaps even Macmillan
would take it after all as the first volume of a two-volume history
of political ideas.'?

Voegelin even suggested possible titles for the projected volume,
such as “‘Israel and History,” or ‘Exodus. The Creation of History
through Israel’, or ‘From Myth to History.”” A few days before, he
had written to the editor of Oxford University Press and enclosed a
description of the manuscript he was submitting. It will not come
as a surprise that the formal description does not tell the entire
story as well as does the letter itself. For it is there that Voegelin

17. Voegelin to Helen Woltf, February 14, 1955, box 42, file 15.

12
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really throws caution to the winds and describes the nature of
the work:

The work in question is a study on the history and philosophy of
symbolic forms of order. It is supposed to be entitled Order and
Symbols. The first part of the study, an independent work, is now
finished. It deals with the systematically and chronologically first
three symbolic forms, that is, with Myth, History, and Philosophy.
The remainder of the study is substantially finished, but will require
two or three more years to be fit for publication. It will deal with
the second set of symbolic forms, that is, with Empire, Christianity,
and Gnosis. It will again be an independent work and, therefore, is
of no further importance for the present question.'®

The reader of Voegelin’s Order and History and his later published
works will easily recognize the pattern that had evolved as the
central concern of his mature work. The two sets of symbolic orders
shaped his later thought, with empire becoming the most important
one, dealt with at length in The Ecumenic Age, volume IV of Order
and History. When Voegelin approached his former publisher one
last time in this matter, he excluded the volume on Israel from
consideration and submitted a proposal for three volumes with the
following titles:

1. Polis and Philosophy [Greece to 300 B.C.)
2. Empire and Christianity (from 300 B.C. t0 A.D. 1500)
3. The Gnostic Age (from A.D. 1500 to the present)

Again the task of rejecting Voegelin’s proposal fell to Henry Mec-
Curdy. The history of the “Historv” ended with this paragraph:

From the start we have been thinking that your projected work
would replace the Dunning volumes as a standard reference work
as well as a text for courses in political theory, but in our judgment,
which is based on the material we have seen, your work would
not serve the purpose we have had in mind without considerable
revision and reorganization of the whole project. Furthermore we
do not think dismemberment, which you have suggested, would
do. Your volumes have a tight theoretical framework, which is the
result of your many years of study and work in this field, and to
a considerable degree the meaning of the parts depends upon an
understanding of the whole frame of reference, which we think is too
intellectually sophisticated for undergraduate and many graduate
students. To reach them we believe that the whole work would
have to be recast, but in doing so vour own original contribution

18. Voegelin to William Oman, February 9, 1955, box 28, file 5.
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to political theory would thus actually be played down or perhaps
deleted. In view, therefore, of the possible result it follows that your
important contributions would be presented in a form to receive the
attention they merit if you left the work essentially untouched and
arranged for its publication abroad as vou suggest.'?

On May 25, 1955, Voegelin signed a contract with Louisiana State
University Press for a work entitled “Order and Symbols.” Four
days later, he wrote a letter to the director of the press, Donald
Ellegood, in which he offered one amendment: “Concerning a title,
I have to make the following suggestion: ‘“The Symbols of Order and
the Order of History.”” The press might have had a fortunate hand
in the final form of the title.

IV

As we have pointed out, the story of the publication of the “History”
is not the complete story. The real story of the “History” emerges
from Voegelin’s correspondence with his friends and colleagues. For
the author of the “History” and of Order and History was not a
loner. Long before he came to America, he had made it a point to
be a part of a circle of friends who either had interests similar to
his own or possessed the kind of background and judgment that
enabled them to be critical readers of his work. Thus, when the
Voegelins arrived in the United States in the middle of 1938, they
not only had friends there already but were soon followed by others
who became readers, listeners, and critics, just as they had been
in Vienna before. Among them were the historian Friedrich Engel-
Janosi and the social theorist and philosopher Alfred Schiitz, as well
as the lawyers Maximilian Mintz and Eduard von Winternitz, to
name only those with whom Voegelin was most closely associated
before and during his years in America and who had been part of
the “Geistkreis” in Vienna, which included besides Voegelin the
economists Gottfried von Haberler, Friedrich von Hayek, and Oskar
Morgenstern. Leaving the European makeup of this circle of friends
aside, it is probably fair to say that Voegelin showed his work
to anyone who was interested, and he accepted criticism gladly
whenever it pertained to scholarly details or principal theoretical
questions. Thus, the circle of people who saw at least parts of the

19. McCurdy to Voegelin, March 25, 1955, box 28, file 5.
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“History” came to include the American literary scholars Robert
Heilman and Cleanth Brooks as well as Leo Strauss and Karl Lowith,
together with others to whom his manuscripts were passed by
friends. The correspondence with several of these friends, most
notably that between Voegelin and Friedrich Engel-Janosi, Alfred
Schiitz, Max Mintz, and, to lesser extent, Leo Strauss and Karl
Lowith, stresses different aspects of the work in progress, oscillating
among the historical, the political, and the philosophical.?® From
the first mention of finished chapters of his book in a letter to
Alfred Schiitz in March 1939 through a letter to Friedrich Engel-
Janosi in December 1955, the correspondence offers remarkable
insights into the theoretical and material questions that shaped
the revisions of the manuscript over the years and that ultimately
resulted in the three volumes that were published as Order and
History. The general nature of this Introduction does not allow
for a detailed account of this correspondence; in its place, a brief
synoptic overview will help to guide the reader through the various
stages of the development of the “History.”

Even though the correspondence, the extant tables of contents,
and the actual typescript give an unusually detailed picture of the
development of the “History,” the manuscript cannot be com-
pletely reconstructed. Too much material was culled out of espe-
cially the first volume to be able to say with certainty what the
manuscript submitted to Macmillan actually looked like. Nor have
the editors been able to find a copy of the complete introduction,
which, as we know from Voegelin’s correspondence, was sent to
several people, among them Maximilian Mintz, Alfred Schiitz, and
Karl Lowith, and was included in the manuscript submitted to the
publisher. What does remain is an eight-page handwritten manu-
script of an introduction that dates back to the early months of
1940. That introduction, which is reproduced as Appendix A in
the present volume, is followed by two sets of handwritten manu-
scripts, each of which contains chapters whose headings are iden-
tical with the chapter headings of the later typescript. These two
manuscripts are, however, considerably shorter than the typescript
versions, and even without having a complete transcription at this

20. The correspondence between Strauss and Voegelin is comprehensively gath-
ered in Faith and Political Philosophy: The Correspondence between Leo Strauss
and Eric Voegelin, 1914-1964, trans. and ed. Peter Emberley and Barrv Cooper
\University Park, Pa., 19g3).
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point, it appears most likely that the holograph represents if not the
original version of the “History” then at least one of the earliest.
This assumption is further corroborated by the fact that the first set
of handwritten chapters comprises, in addition to the introduction,
ninety-nine pages on the ancient Orient and Greece, equivalents of
which are not to be found in the typescript. Of particular interest
is the section on Plato, not more than twenty pages in length, with
four parts entitled “The Myths of Plato,” “The Polis of Plato,” “The
Nomoi of Plato,” and “The Eros of Plato.” Similarly, the second set,
beginning with “From Alexander to Actium,” is a highly condensed
version of the later typescript. Altogether, even this ostensibly early
holograph already comprises approximately nine hundred pages
and clearly shows that the conception of the “History” remained
fundamentally unchanged from its inception. What did change was
its breadth and depth.

As significant as these findings are, their detailed presentation
will have to be part of a future critical edition of Voegelin’s writings.
They do not essentially alter our perception of the text that appears
here as History of Political Ideas. What is at issue is whether
Voegelin was engaged, from the very beginning, in writing a sys-
tematic work rather than a college textbook.

\%

A question that has preoccupied not only the editors of the Col-
lected Works but also many students of Eric Voegelin’s thought is
one that was repeatedly addressed by Voegelin in his later years
while he was continuing work on Order and History. In light ot
what we know of the genesis of the “History,” Voegelin’s remarks
concerning the “abandonment” of the “History” seem not to clarify
the complex process that led to the changes in the project but rather
to obscure the issues for readers who have not had the opportunity
to study either the 1930s writings or the manuscript of the “His-
tory.” Thus, a categorical remark such as that in Autobiographical
Reflections (which dates from 1973) may put the reader on the
wrong track. When Voegelin says, “1 had to give up ‘ideas’ as objects
of a history and establish the experience of reality—personal, social,
historical, cosmic—as the reality to be explored historically,”2* he

11. Autobiographical Reflections, 8o. For the analvsis in this section [ am indebted
to Jurgen Gebhardt,
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seems to claim that “ideas,” whether political or not, are obsolete,
because they represent defunct theoretical approaches to reality—
that is, they are the last vestiges of that artificial split in reality
which ruled Western “science” from Descartes to the various neo-
Kantian methodologies.

But if “ideas” are not objects of theoretical explorations, we must
ask ourselves why the author of the “History of Political Ideas”
insisted to his publisher until the end that he was indeed delivering
such a history and why in his correspondence throughout the 1940s
there are no traces of any conscious, deliberate abandonment of the
original project, but only signs of an enhancement, a deepening of
what had been begun in 1939. Could it be that “political ideas” were
carried through Voegelin’s work well past the changes that led to
Order and History, but that they underwent perhaps a reduction
in status, that they were moved from the center to the periphery
of the theoretical inquiry? Several signs speak for such a develop-
ment, but in order to be able to read those signs, the student of
Voegelin’s thought must seriously ask: what precisely was meant
by “political idea” when Voegelin first agreed to write its history?
It is not surprising that the most systematic attempt to answer
this question will be found in the introduction to the original
version of the “History.” This text existed as early as March 1940,
as we know from a letter in which Max Mintz discussed several
points in Voegelin’s understanding of political ideas and political
theory.22 What makes this introduction particularly important is
not just that it represents Voegelin's earliest theoretical statement
concerning the subject and method of his “History.” Rather, itis the
continuity of problems and their formulations in Voegelin’s work
since the early 1930s that strikes the reader, and it is this continuity
that deserves our attention.

The organization of Voegelin’s introduction to the entire “His-
tory” (see Appendix A} permits the conclusion that it was directed
to an audience of lay people, and there is no indication that the text
as it is presented here for the first time was an unfinished fragment.
It rather appears that Voegelin retained this introduction through-
out the 1940s and only later may have added additional sections

22. Cf. Max Mintz to Voegelin, March 22, 1940, box 25, file 23. A verbatim quote
in this letter indicates that Mintz was referring to a typewritten version of the text
presented here as Appendix A.
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to highlight specific new results of his work on the “History,” as

he prepared it for publication in the 1950s, This later typewritten
version unfortunately seems to have been lost.

It is clear that Voegelin’s concern in the introduction found in
Appendix A was only secondarily historical. Instead, the focus of
this text is on the reality of the “idea” in the formation of political
societies. The question posed is whether political societies repre-
sent a truth that legitimizes their existence or whether the political
is ultimately little more than an imaginative construct that has no
ontological foundation. In some respects, this introduction bears
a strong resemblance to the preface with which Voegelin, fifteen
years later, opened Israel and Revelation, volume 1 of Order and
History. For what is at stake is nothing less than the “primor-
dial community of being,” with, however, one major difference:
the partnership in the cosmic community has not yet become a
partnership. Rather, the whole burden of making sense of his lite
rests on man. In order to make sense of his life, to guard against the
disintegrating forces from without and within, and thus find shelter
from these destructive forces, man creates government and thus
enters into the imaginative process of creating political order in
analogy to the whole that surrounds him, the cosmos. Thus comes
into being that “little world of order,” the “cosmion.” The term,
borrowed from the Austrian philosopher Adolf Stohr and his book
Wege des Glaubens, was never abandoned by Voegelin, because
it raises to consciousness a fundamental fact about all societies:
they are, even in their most secularized form, analogous to man’s
imaginative vision of the cosmos.?3

Years later, in a letter to Alfred Schiitz, Voegelin made reference
to the origin of the term cosmion and declared it equivalent to the
term subuniverse, coined by William James and made the object
of one of Schiitz’s own major theoretical texts, the paper entitled
“On Multiple Realities.”24 The cosmion, whose function it is to
simulate the wholeness of the cosmos by analogy and thus to
act as “shelter” against the forces of disintegration, is always a

23. Adolf Stohr, Wege des Glaubens {Vienna and Leipzig, 1921}, This work was
reprinted in Philosophische Kunstruktionen und Reflexionen, ed. Franz Austeda
{Vienna, 1974).

24.In a letter to Schitz dated October 6, 1945 |box 34, file 10), Voegelin specifically
refers to his introduction and claims that he based his “History” on the meaning
of the subuniverse of political action. The reference to Stohr's book appears in this
context.
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product of the human imagination, but since it manifests itself
in history as real political societies with real political and social
institutions, it leaves a historical trail of rationalizations of its
shelter function, a trail made up of “what are commonly called
political ideas.” Voegelin detected three “sets of ideas” within the
permanent structure of political ideas, which in retrospect can be
said to have guided his own inquiry into the historical dimension
of political ideas: “the ideas concerning the constitution of the
cosmos as a whole; the ideas concerning the internal order; the ideas
concerning the status of the cosmion in the simultaneous world
and in history.” These sets of fundamental ideas, in turn, undergo
variations that have determined the more specific ideas concerning
man, “the religious, metaphysical, and ethical ideas of the meaning
of human life,” as well as other factors, such as economics, science,
and tradition.

As much as the political cosmion is designed to “create a world
of meaning” that is ultimately to endow the “fragmentary personal
life” with meaning as well, Voegelin also stresses the alternatives
to “the finite cosmos of meaning” supported by political ideas,
those “fundamental answers to the experience of the fragmentary
and senseless character of human existence” that are found in the
monastic and anchoritic attitudes that became particularly im-
portant in Western Christianity during the twelfth and thirteenth
centuries and “influenced decisively the whole pattern of Western
political attitudes up to the present.” Here the reader may perhaps
find the heart not only of the introduction but of the intellectual
structure of the “History” as a whole. Voegelin the political sci-
entist, who had been tracking political ideas ever since the 1920s
and found them, among others, in the race idea and in the idea of
equality, the subject of the abandoned Herrschaftslehre, understood
long before he sat down to write his “History of Political Ideas” that
the ideas that constitute a substantial part of the political cosmion
and give meaning and institutional shelter to the individual life do
so at a very high price: the price of the truth of human existence.
The human beings who inhabit the cosmion forget that they are
functioning in a finite cosmic analogy and not in the absoluteness
of the cosmos. Any system of political ideas, Voegelin argues, must
devote itself to solutions to this conflict between finiteness and ab-
soluteness, and the measure of its historical substance is the extent
to which it succeeds in resolving this conflict. From the polytheistic
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systems of representing the divine through the mediation of king-
ship to the more complex solutions of monotheistic systems such
as the “incorporation of the political function into the charismatic
order of the body of Christ in the Carolingian empire,” the aim has
always been the linking of the finite with the absolute. Only in
our time has the substitution of the cosmion for the cosmos taken
such extreme forms as we find in nationalism, the racist ideologies
of National Socialism, or the totalitarian systems of Communism.
The elimination of the apolitical realm of experience in modern
political systems is “an attempt to create an absolute cosmos out
of the finite forces of human desire and will” and for this reason
“may be called magic.”

This central insight into the dilemma of the existential represen-
tative function of the political cosmion had been evolving as one
of the main elements of Voegelin’s political thought throughout
his life, and it links the “History” with his later work. But from
this insight also derived the methodological approach that set the
“History” on its precarious course and necessitated the repeated
revisions that ultimately led to the break with its original con-
ception, the thesis that claims, “The political idea is only to a
limited extent descriptive of any reality; its primary function is
not a cognitive but a formative one. The political idea is not an
instrument of description of a political unit but an instrument of
its creation.” When Voegelin speaks of the “magic” of the political
idea, he does not mean to make a vague metaphorical comparison.
Instead, with full knowledge of what his claim implies, he argues
that the political idea is a powerful symbol capable of conjuring up,
of calling into existence, the cosmion and its parts in the same way
primitive magic sees an immediate ontic relation between a name
and an object the name denotes. Creating the political cosmion
and symbolizing the relationships between ruler and ruled is an
act of evocation, as Voegelin called this magic process throughout
the years of his work on the “History.” This understanding of the
nature of the political idea is so central to the theoretical framework
of the “History” that it forms the basis for the introduction to the
last part of the work and the reflections on “phenomenalism” as the
formative characteristic of modernity. In substituting phenomenal
for substantial reality, modern man has in fact changed reality, and
the horror of the nuclear bomb that underlies the conclusion of the
chapter on Schelling and Holderlin was only the most recent and
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most real manifestation of the magic act of substitution that is also

at the bagie of any act of evocation.*’

Voegelin’s emphasis on the “reality-character” of the political
idea by no means exhausts the theoretical problems of the “His-
tory.” On the contrary, by claiming that political ideas have their
own status in reality as its constituents, Voegelin opens up a whole
gamut of questions regarding the role of the political thinker and
the role of theory in describing and analyzing the reality consti-
tuted by the ideas. The main part of his introduction is therefore
devoted to the dialectics of idea and theory. For, as political ideas
are the result of evocative acts, solidifying what Voegelin during
the years of working on the “History” used to call “sentiments”
and what he would later call “experiences,” political theory is
the practice of contemplative analysis. As such, theory “has to
explain the cosmion as what it is, as a magical entity,” and in
doing so it uncovers the relativity of the cosmion and the ideas
that sustain it with their claim of providing “an absolute shelter of
meaning.” We cannot stress enough the fundamental importance
of Voegelin's understanding of theory—that is, of contemplative
analysis. It is nothing less than the experience that underlies his
self-understanding as a political scientist from his earliest years
as an emerging independent thinker to the time when the very
question of contemplative theory became thematic in the process
of writing the “History.” Thus, truly theoretical contemplation
puts the theorist at odds with his society and its ideas, because
he is essentially engaged in undoing the imaginative, magic web
of ideas and institutions when he begins to ask questions about
their meaning. Consequently, political theory can itself not be a
community-creating practice but is a lonely pursuit in which the
theorist engages in spite of his own social and political ties to the
concrete society of which he is part. “Political theory,” so Voegelin

states categorically, “has hardly a chance to be developed other-
wise than by the efforts of outstanding individuals; it is almost

25. Voegelin, in a letter to Schiitz dated September 17, 1945 (box 34, file 10),
just a few weeks after the dropping of the two nuclear bombs on Japan, answers
Schiitz’s question of “how on the basis of phenomenalistic assumptions hundreds
of thousands can lose their lives”: “It is on this complex of problems that the
entire ‘History' is based. Ideas, and especially political ideas, are not theoretical
propositions about a reality, but they are themselves constituents of reality. This
realityv-character of the idea I dealt with in the introduction to Volume I, under the
title of ‘Evocation.””
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ago: “Since the time of Dante the spiritual realist is faced with
the problem that the surrounding political reality of the Western
world no longer can adequately absorb the spirit into its public
institutions. The incision in Western history corresponds to the
time of Heraclitus in Hellenic civilization” (“The Church and the
Nations,” Bs, 327; 536f£.).29 The “History,” although not Voegelin’s
last word on our present and on history, nevertheless demonstrates,
step by step as it were, how, past Nietzsche’s nihilism, we can regain
reality without dogma.

Before turning to a more detailed discussion of the actual his-
torical patterns that emerged during the Middle Ages and that
constitute the foundations of modernity, we must return once more
to the question of the political idea and its relationship to reality
as it unfolds in history. Voegelin's discussion of the nature of the
political idea in his overall introduction, which stresses the idea’s
evocative character, stays within the limits of what could be called
a phenomenological analysis. Thus, his later contention that he did
indeed abandon the notion of writing a history of ideas demands to
be taken seriously. What did Voegelin mean when he repeatedly said
he was forced to give up writing a history of political ideas, when
he continued to tell his publisher that he was submitting such a
history, even if it was not going to be a conventional one? It remains
true that there are evocative political ideas that create political
reality, as Voegelin had stated to Schiitz; but political reality is
not exhausted by that aspect of it that articulates itselt as ideas.
“I understood that ideas are nonsense.” Voegelin, as late as 1983,
somewhat harshly formulated this change in his thinking; he added:
“there are no ideas as such and there is no history of ideas; but there
is a history of experiences which can express themselves in various
forms, as myths of various types, as philosophical development,
theological development, and so on.”3°

Under the impact of working again through Schelling’s philos-
ophy, Voegelin appears to have experienced not so much a sudden

29. The manuscript pagination follows that given by Voegelin as the binders (B]
stood on the shelf of his study in 1985. The number following the semicolon in this
and in subsequent references is to the comprehensive pagination of the typescript
in the Eric Voegelin Institute’s copy of the “History.”

0. Eric Voegelin, “Autobiographical Statement at Age Eighty-Two,” in The Be-
ginning and the Bevond: Papers from the Gadamer and Voegelin Conferences, ed.
Fred Lawrence (Chico, Calif., 1984), 110.
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