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Concepts of Political Community Il

The modern age was launched on the principle that self-interest was the only basis for 
legitimate government.  But almost from the outset, there was a powerful critique of 
this modern way of life as spiritually debased and materialistic.  These thinkers were 
also inspired by the ideal of the ancient Greek polis, a vision of virtuous community 
that they wanted to revive.  We will begin with Rousseau’s critique of modernity in his 
two DISCOURSES and the responses to it of Kant in THE GROUNDWORK OF THE 
METAPHYSICS OF MORALS and Schiller in LETTERS ON THE AESTHETIC EDUCATION OF 
MAN, focussing on the competing demands of freedom and nature.  Then we will turn 
to Hegel’s understanding of history in the PHENOMENOLOGY OF SPIRIT as a teleo-
logical progression toward a new age of harmony, the successful synthesis of modern 
individual liberty and the classical emphasis on community.  Nietzsche in BEYOND 
GOOD AND EVIL and Heidegger in BEING AND TIME both launch powerful attacks on 
Hegel’s benevolent view of historical progress, arguing that the entire modern age 
with its leveling of rank and nobility must be swept away so as to create an entirely 
new world.  Just as Nietzsche and Heidegger reject the benevolent rationalism of 
Hegel’s system, their views of the ancient Greek world are correspondingly different — 
whereas Hegel prefers the classical age of Periclean Athens for its emphasis on rea-
soned order,  Nietzsche and Heidegger prefer the tragic age of Homeric heroism and 
its embrace of irrational daring.  

“Escaping Modernity:  Freedom and Happiness at 
The End of History”


