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				FOREWORD

				Our original idea of organising a conference on Eric Voegelin’s thought in 2024 was that we wanted to focus on everpresent political issues of man’s existence, and the European Center of Political Philosophy (Budapest) wanted to continue its efforts to highlight them. The title of the conference was borrowed from Eric Voegelin’s Autobiographical Reflections: “Why Philosophy? To Capture Reality!” A year earlier, in 2023, we devoted our annual conference to Leo Strauss’s ideas, the other great political thinker of the twentieth century. Both thinkers—Strauss and Voegelin—shared a basic understanding of the roots of European political thought. Their common understanding was based on their awe of the classical, i.e., ancient and medieval, and on their growing criticism of the modern answers to the most vexing issues in human life. In the case of Leo Strauss, the title (“The Knowledge of the Whole”) was selected to pinpoint the central message of Strauss, who inexorably voiced the relevance of philosophy, noting that it is indispensable to understanding the meaning of life by claiming that the knowledge of the whole, i.e., love of wisdom or political knowledge, is not a futile effort of human rational abilities. Likewise, Eric Voegelin studied minutely the whole history of political thought in order to seek relevant answers to man’s perpetual questions and problems across all of time. The disciples and followers of both thinkers organised themselves into schools, and there are a number of intellectuals who admit that their lives were changed owing to their intellectual encounter with either Leo Strauss or Eric Voegelin, or both.

				Eric Voegelin (1901–1985), in his Autobiographical Reflections, stated that “the most important means of regaining contact with reality is the recourse to thinkers of the past who had not lost reality, or who were engaged in the effort of regaining it.” According to Voegelin, modernity has been flooded with an ideological language to the extent that “language has been degraded and corrupted to such a degree that it no longer can be used for expressing the truth of existence.” We believe that Voegelin’s view still holds, and what is more, we should consult his works more intensively in order to regain the original meaning of concepts and the reality of our existence. Truth can only be eked out if we believe in the possibility that our concepts can cover, reveal, or unmask reality. The dominant intellectual attitude has succumbed to a vague idea in modernity that man is destined to change available reality only because his rationality is capable of doing it. This is opposed to the classical view that our conditions, i.e., nature, provide us with all that we need. Instead, European modernity opted for the infinite manipulation of our facilities and conditions because we are capable of improving our given conditions. As a consequence, we seem to have lost the meaning and the concept of reality. What was natural and taken for granted has become questionable; thus, the basis of our knowledge has lost its firm grounding.

				If there is something to defend, it is the classical: the attitude that philosophy, according to its original meaning—“love of wisdom”—has a real meaning. Furthermore, if love of wisdom still has a meaning, then its consequences must be taken seriously. The modern turn that the logical should have to be preferred in contrast with the metaphysical must be reconsidered because both history and philosophy cannot be uprooted from European culture without abolishing man. This volume, which follows the previous one containing the written versions of the lectures on Strauss, includes the lectures on Eric Voegelin that were presented in October 2024 at the Mathias Corvinus Collegium, Budapest.

				I personally wish to thank Tilo Schabert for editing this volume and helping to bring Eric Voegelin’s ideas closer to our contemporary readers. I also wish to thank all the participants of the conference and contributors to this volume. All of them have thus assisted in the return of political philosophy to Europe. This is the primary aim of the European Center of Political Philosophy, which seeks to intensely raise awareness of the most relevant issues of our times to save our endangered European culture.

				 

				András Lánczi

				Budapest, May 2025

				INTRODUCTION

				All human beings live, without exception, in one and the same world. Not all of them, however, view this world’s reality in the same way. Humans are not free, simply due to their physical origins and the laws of their bodily existence, to live in a world other than that of which they are a part. They are free, though, to choose this or that stance towards that world. The reality that encompasses their existence and into which it is woven is, in human perception, both “hard” and “soft”. It is hard because this is the reality, the only one of which they have experiences: Reality, manifestly. It is soft because it allows humans to form their own notions concerning these experiences. All the views humans hold with respect to their experiences of reality are of their own making. Reality is there, as the object of human experience. Yet, in human recognition, it is not necessarily there as it is. There are thousands of possibilities for human beings to imagine reality, hence, to imagine worlds formed in a way other than that wherein all of them actually exist. 

				This, as the book here shows, is the issue one might wish to start from in appraising the scholarly work of Eric Voegelin. What motivated him to create his oeuvre? What is the existential, what is its intellectual background? What is it aimed at, what are its messages? The responses that we receive throughout this book are unambiguous: At the centre of Voegelin’s attention was the conflict between imagined realities and reality as it is. Or, more precisely, Voegelin’s intense experience of the conflict. In his writings, Voegelin very rarely alluded to himself, nor did he intersperse the flow of his thinking with personal remarks. Occasionally, he referred to “the philosopher”, in expressions such as “it is the philosopher’s task” or “seen from the viewpoint of the philosopher”. By “philosopher”, he alluded to his own person, allowing himself to appear in his writings only with the greatest possible discretion. In general, however, one will have the impression, in reading his texts, that he, the person Eric Voegelin, remains very much aloof. Yet one should not draw from this the conclusion that his oeuvre and his personal life, with all the experiences he made in it, are completely separate areas. The truth is quite the opposite. 

				In various ways, the following contributions make this evident. Reading and understanding Voegelin means, first of all, recognising a profound unity of life and work. The experiences that he had in his life—social, political, intellectual experiences—were for him the founts of his reflections. From these, eventually, were derived all the trains of thought that he worked out in his writings. From his time as a Rockefeller Fellow in the United States emerged his understanding and interpretation of the American civilisation. Having witnessed the evil brought about by the totalitarian movements, and in particular the Nazi regime—from which he himself only narrowly escaped—he set about searching for the sources and origins, the intellectual as well as social ones, to which the rise of these movements could be ascribed. As dismayed by the “waste land” as T. S. Eliot, of the spiritual and cultural aridity that marked the early twentieth century, Voegelin energetically engaged in a widening of his historical, philosophical, religious, and civilisational knowledge. He wished to identify firm philosophical grounds, in whatever epoch, in whatever form they offered themselves, upon which he could build a response to the challenges presented by the “waste land”. This would be nothing less than a truly “new”, namely in acts of rediscovery, re-founded theory of human existence in society and history. Voegelin set out on an intellectual journey, the pursuit of which demanded a lot of courage, persistence, hard work, and discipline. 

				Not surprisingly, then, we find traits of Voegelin’s character being spoken about in the contributions to this book. I wish to emphasise here what seems to me to be the most important one. It is the main interest, as we shall see, that stirred him precisely to choose those matter for scrutiny and examination that eventually became the subject matters of his oeuvre. It is also the trait that kept him going during the course of his career as a scholar and academic. Voegelin the person and Voegelin the author were moved by a sympathy for his fellow humans. This sympathy was fundamentally present in the person. It was equally alive in the author. When he, the scholar and author, for instance, spoke or wrote about the atrocities committed by those who pretended to be the secular saviours of his time, his words were full of ire. It seemed that he wished to undo those crimes with his wrath and fury. The contradiction in the programme of “killing men in order to save them”—the telling formulation of David Walsh in his contribution—profoundly affected Voegelin’s attitude of sympathy. He did not speak of it, in his writings, with reference to his own person. The present book, however, amply shows that it underlies his oeuvre. 

				The intellectual and institutional betrayal that characterised the time and Voegelin’s experience and criticism of it is another issue dealt with in the following essays. Again, we can discern the correspondence of Voegelin the man with Voegelin the author or, in other words, the unity of his life and works. We meet with a person of exemplary decency and ethical straightforwardness. We experience a scholar who acted in defence of humankind and therefore always insisted on the concreteness of human existence. Neither with “race”, nor “class”, nor “interest groups”, nor “nations”, nor an abstract “humanity”, Voegelin held, can a science of human affairs be concerned with when it is out to do justice to human reality. What it has to care for are concrete persons in concrete historical and political circumstances. The human experience is an experience made individually; no one else knows an individual’s experiences and the individual’s responses to them in the way that the individual does. It is this kind of knowledge from which a theory of human affairs has to proceed. Then, it will be authentic, namely at the centre of the question of what it means to be human. 

				What indeed does this mean in practice? Voegelin provided two answers: a methodical and a substantive one. He always insisted, first, on the demand to recognise and deal with the entire range of human experience—hence, to acknowledge and be concerned with all that humans perceive and become aware of through their perceptions. He consistently pointed out, second, that the realm of human reason includes a capacity for transcending pure rationality and, by this process, apprehending a reality “beyond”, understood, upon reflection, as “divine”. To be human, in recognition of the full range of human experiences, therefore, meant also and effectively to be or to become open towards the reality of the “divine”. These two answers became decisive for Voegelin’s oeuvre. They led him to formulate the principal critique of modernity, which the following chapters will review from different perspectives and in detail. Rationality alone, as conceived by the “moderns”, is not a sufficient basis for working out a theory of human affairs. 

				In consequence, Voegelin turned towards corpora of knowledge that offered him the “material” (in the language of Voegelin’s concept of empiricism) to build the theory of human affairs he was striving towards: the Hebrew Bible, Ancient Greek philosophy, the Christian Bible, the writings of Christian authorities, and certain political thinkers, poets, and novelists. Someone who regards this departure under the premise of modern “progress” might (mis-)understand it as a movement “backwards”. However, this book here presents the chance to understand Voegelin’s enterprise as indeed an exodus: from a long period of uncertainty “back” to the firm ground of exploring the reality of human existence within the reality of the world.

				 

				Tilo Schabert 
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				Reality, Lost and Found:
Eric Voegelin as 
a Guide in and out 
of Trickster Land

				ÁRPÁD SZAKOLCZAI

				How can reality itself be lost? This is the puzzle evoked by the title of this conference and rendered explicit in the title of this paper.

				Voegelin on Reality and Its Eclipse

				This theme—the concern with reality, the realness of reality, the need to keep our sense of reality, and the increasing threats to this sense in the contemporary world—was a recurrent theme of Eric Voegelin’s work, prominent in some of his most important writings, though hardly ever as a main theme. It was present in The New Science of Politics, as evidently any form of Gnosticism, modern or not, implies a rejection of the reality of the natural world. It was present in Anamnesis, especially in the long essay “What is Political Reality”. It was present in the lecture series Hitler and the Germans, especially through the concern with “Second Reality”, taken from novels, especially Heimito von Doderer’s The Demons. Of particular importance is Voegelin’s 1969 essay “Eclipse of Reality”: due to its title, which directly addresses the loss of reality; due to the occasion for which it was written, a memorial volume for his lifelong friend, Alfred Schutz, with a main theme of Schutz’s work being “multiple realities”, while Schutz was also a main interlocutor, through their correspondence, in discussions regarding the relevance of the modern Gnosticism thesis; due to its discussion of Jean-Paul Sartre, the most famous intellectual of the times, singling him out as an example for the deformation of “projecting an imaginary reality”, or a “Second Reality”;[1] and finally, due to its extensive and occasionally joint discussion of Comte’s positivistic sociology and Hegel’s philosophy, both being key examples for modern Gnosticism, according to Voegelin.

				Important insights about the loss of reality are contained in Autobiographical Reflections, especially the pages from which the conference title was taken. The context is important and worthy of a few words. The conference call is from the title of a central section of the book, where Voegelin is offering the motivations for his work, culminating in a philosophy of history.[2] His work is rooted in the political situation, marked by a flood of ideological language, traced to the end of the First World War—though it is traced further back to 1870 and the “fantastic destruction of the German language” in the Imperial period.[3] This gives the proper meaning of philosophy, back to the times of Plato, as standing up against the dominant ideologies of the time, marked by “spiritually energetic people” who are “breaking out of the dominant intellectual group”. The examples listed, however, are not professional philosophers but novelists like George Orwell, Albert Camus, and Thomas Mann. They succeeded not on their own but by finding people who could be called “guides”, as the “most important means of regaining contact with reality is the recourse to thinkers of the past who had not yet lost reality, or who were engaged in the effort of regaining it”.[4] This includes a return to myths, where Voegelin singles out for attention the collaboration between Thomas Mann and Károly Kerényi, central for the Joseph novels. But it also implies a revisiting of classical philosophy, theology, ancient history, even archaeology—or, as two key sentences state: “Recapturing reality in opposition to its contemporary deformation requires a considerable amount of work. One has to reconstruct the fundamental categories of existence, experience, consciousness, and reality.”[5]

				But the central importance Voegelin attributed to reality, in this sense, perhaps is best revealed in an anecdote told by Gregor Sebba. In a discussion, Voegelin expressed his dissent regarding the use of close-ups in films, claiming that a face is not a landscape, so one should not start wondering about it, adding a revealing phrase: “‘Stay with rrreality’”—the triple “r” in the original.[6]

				Voegelin’s manifold discussions of reality, the sense of reality, and its loss cluster around three major themes. The first is the impact of wars, especially the First World War, on human history. Sociologists and social theorists, in conformity with the self-understanding of modernity, focus on the role played by progress in the genesis of modernity and thus underplay, or even outright ignore, wars. It is quite revealing that in the December 1999 issue of International Sociology, which contains a symposium on war and modernisation theory, and the February 2001 issue of the European Journal of Social Theory, which was based on a symposium on “War and social theory” held in 2000 at the European University Institute, several contributors explicitly discuss the failure of sociology and social theory to properly discuss warfare.

				For Voegelin, however, the First World War was an epoch-making caesura. He lived through it, just as he later survived the Second World War; through political anthropology and its central term “liminality”, one can show the tightness of his connection with the Great War: he was about 13 and a half years old when the First World War started and almost 18 when it ended, so practically his entire adolescence, usually lasting between the ages of 13 and 18, occurred under its shadow, representing a coincidence of personal and global historical liminality, making it a particularly momentous rite of passage. Voegelin was thus able to experience firsthand that the world in which we all live was the product, more than anything else, of the Great War.

				The second point concerns novels. In a much-quoted sentence of Anamnesis, Voegelin stated that if “one wishes to inform oneself about the great problems of thinking about order in Germany, one would do better to read the literary works of Robert Musil, Hermann Broch, Thomas Mann, Heimito von Doderer, or the dramas of Frisch and Dürrenmatt, rather than the professional literature of politics”.[7] It does not require much argument to make the point that many of the most important works of most of these writers, like The Magic Mountain, The Sleepwalkers, The Man Without Qualities, or The Demons, were directly preoccupied with the processes that led to the First World War or that started in its aftermath. 

				Third, Voegelin’s diagnosis regarding the increasing loss of reality often accompanies, directly or indirectly, his famous, though also controversial, discussion of modern Gnosticism, or modernity as a Gnostic revolt. The connection, in a way, is evident, as Gnosticism historically was a doctrine denying the goodness, even the reality, of the world, attributing creation to an evil demiurge. 

				But how is it possible to study the unreality of the apparent reality itself? Here again, Voegelin offers precious indications with his modern Gnosticism thesis and the related problematisation of scientism, but the point must be taken further. The central issue is that science as science does not offer a way, as science has no clue about the realness of reality. Science, supposedly, deals with “facts”; this itself is a very problematic word, as it is etymologically rooted in the Latin word fare “make”, so it focuses not on what is, but on what is made. But reality, essentially, is not a “fact”, but a value: its heart is what is really real and not fabricated, imitated, copied, or concocted. This is why positivistic sociology, focusing on “facts” and “data”, just like neo-Kantian and analytical philosophy, with its similar obsession with “facts” and “logic”, fail to touch upon the realness of reality. Reality as a value, however, was central to medieval philosophy, with its focus on the given as a gift, on datum and donum, and their difference—though from our perspective what is important is what is shared by them, visible in the English etymological identity of the “given” and the “gift”. It is this concern with existence as Being (Seyn) that was central for Heidegger, and it is a real pity that, for some reason, the greatest philosopher of the twentieth century abandoned his rootedness in the theological philosophies of Aquinas and Bonaventure. A return to givenness and giftedness is central for political anthropology, which intends to approach and study the realness of reality and its systemic loss in the modern world – this genuine “Trickster Land”.[8]

				Political Anthropology: An Approach to Retrieve Reality

				Political anthropology, as understood here, following the journal International Political Anthropology and the Routledge series Contemporary Liminality, is not a subfield of anthropology as a discipline, but rather a genuinely interdisciplinary area aiming to explore the anthropological underpinnings of politics, or the “pre-political”, in the broadest possible sense of the term.[9] Political anthropology addresses three main questions. First of all, what is it to be human? What does it mean that we are human? What is a human being, or, rather, what is human “Being”? Second, however, and following Aristotle, “man” is not an isolated and atomised being but inherently a zoon politikon. So, what does it mean to be human in the sense of a zoon politikon? Third, and taking this point further, what does the modern world do to our very humanity; how does it impinge upon our humanness; what is the impact of modernity on our being human?

				The three main axes of political anthropology directly address these questions. Starting with the last question, it is addressed by genealogy in the Nietzsche-Weber-Foucauldian sense, incorporating comparative historical sociology, as Max Weber was much inspired by Nietzsche. It is into this “Weberian-genealogical” lineage that the work of the most important followers of Weber’s historical method, like Norbert Elias, Franz Borkenau, Eric Voegelin, Michel Foucault, and Reinhart Koselleck, belong. The second question takes us back to classical political philosophy or philosophical anthropology. The central, towering figure is Plato, understood as a political “realist” and on-the-spot diagnostician of the collapse of Athenian democracy. But political anthropology also relies on the work of Aristotle and the pre-Socratics, instead of playing one or a select few against the rest. As for modern philosophy, political anthropology ignores the main line of modern rationalism—from Bacon and Descartes, through Locke, Spinoza, Kant, and Hegel, up to contemporary analytical philosophy—relying instead, on the one hand, on the great “maverick” philosophers (Pascal, Vico, Kierkegaard, and Nietzsche), and on the other, the hermeneutical tradition (Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Gadamer). The two lines were brought together, in a way, by Heidegger. The third axis is social or cultural anthropology, though understood in a manner different from standard disciplinary historiography. All central anthropological terms (“liminality”, “trickster”, “imitation”, “schismogenesis”, “gift-relations”, “participation”) were developed by anthropologists working outside the mainstream, in isolation, and mostly in a completely marginalised position: Arnold van Gennep, Marcel Mauss, Paul Radin, Gregory Bateson, and Lucien Lévy-Bruhl, but also Victor Turner, René Girard, and Colin Turnbull—the great “mavericks” of anthropology.[10]

				The three main axes are complemented by four further subfields. Among these, the most important is archaeology: Political anthropology is keen to push the time horizon for understanding the dynamics of the present back into prehistory, up to the late Palaeolithic. The cave art of Chauvet, Lascaux, and Altamira is an obligatory starting point, not denying the importance of previous developments, especially concerning burial rituals and the rise of language, but by arguing that the givenness of the kind, quality, and character of such art is a necessary departure for understanding the dynamics of human history.

				The fifth axis is comparative mythology, which complements both anthropology and archaeology. Some of the most important works on the figure of the trickster have been done by comparative mythologists, like Georges Dumézil or Károly Kerényi. Political anthropology is also interested in using works of art, and the history of art, for understanding both images and words. Concerning words, the vital importance of novels has already been mentioned; concerning images, the milestone figure is Aby Warburg, the founder of modern art history as a discipline, considered an anthropologist by Giorgio Agamben, also a maverick, never admitted into German academia—just like Károly Kerényi, incidentally.

				Finally, in my reading, certain theological considerations are also important for political anthropology: classical theology, but also contemporary orthodox theology, which arguably is more interesting than Western theology, plagued by an “inferiority complex” towards “rationalism”. One might mention here the trinitarian ecclesiology of John Zizioulas, Pavel Florensky’s Ikonostasis, or his contemporary follower Sergey Horujy, who recognised affinities between the later work of Michel Foucault and orthodox theology.[11]

				While the agenda of this kind of political anthropology was not taken directly from Voegelin, affinities with his work are evident. This is visible in the following programmatic statement that comes right after the previously quoted sentence about novels: “Today the most important contributions to a political science—not in the academic but in the noetic sense—come from archaeology, the research on myths and ethnic cultures, the history of the ancient Orient, of classical antiquity and the Far East, from classical philology, the history of Judaism and Christianity, of patristic and scholasticism, from the sciences of comparative religion and comparative literature”.[12] The list, most importantly, starts with archaeology, not often associated with Voegelin’s work; continues with mythology and anthropology, one of the few occasions where Voegelin explicitly refers to contemporary anthropology, intimating close connections between mythology, anthropology, and archaeology; and continues with a combined focus on history and the history of thought, prioritising the classical period over modernity, implying a joint study of thought and of language, and placing a specific emphasis on religious ideas, with an evident emphasis on Christianity and its prehistory.

				Three Shortcomings in Voegelin

				Still, in spite of the importance of not just the ideas but Voegelin’s entire stance on political anthropology, three related shortcomings are present in Voegelin’s work that need to be rectified. The first concerns anthropology. Academically, anthropology traditionally implied the study of non-modern societies, and thus it became a major prejudice of modernist thinking, following evolutionary ideas and mentalities, that anthropologists deal with exotic societies that have little to teach us moderns in a theoretical sense. Such denigration of non-modern cultures usually goes together with the similar denigration of historical evidence—so, as Voegelin made ample use of history, one could have expected him to pay closer attention to anthropological evidence. However, here another problem intervened: mainstream academic anthropology came to be dominated by the not very interesting works of Durkheim and Boas, Malinowski and Radcliffe-Brown, or Lévi-Strauss and Bourdieu, which tried to import and impose modernist ideas and ideologies like neo-positivism, neo-Kantianism, structuralism, or Marxism on anthropological evidence, marginalising more interesting and illuminating approaches and ideas, like the work of Arnold van Gennep, Paul Radin, or Gregory Bateson, and concepts like liminality, trickster, imitation, or schismogenesis, terms mentioned previously. 
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