
A New Guiding Light for Democratic Education?: 

Karl Jaspers’ Understanding of the 

Universal Educational History of Humankind 

from a Factually Grounded Cosmopolitan Perspective 

Unless there is some kind of spiritual revolution that can keep abreast of our technological genius, it is unlikely that we will save our planet.






Karen Armstrong, The Great Transformation

As I write these words, in the days leading up to the American presidential election, “change,” momentous change, is in the air.  Long-held economic, political, and cultural assumptions are rapidly falling away.  We have little idea how our near or long-term future will appear, including the educational landscape.

With this paper, I would like to re-introduce to our professional conversations a largely forgotten philosophical perspective that, should it become better known, may be widely found to be deeply relevant to the educational needs of our time, and might greatly help us to dramatically reshape our collective educational—and through that our collective political and cultural—landscape:  the existential, cosmopolitan humanism of Karl Jaspers.

Jaspers today is probably best known for his students—most prominently Hannah Arendt, who valued him more than any other human being with whom she was acquainted (each of her many letters to him was addressed, Lieber Verehrtester, “Dear most-revered one”), but also Paul Ricoeur, Hans-Georg Gadamer, and the ecological philosopher Hans Jonas—and for his friendship with, influence on, and betrayal by Martin Heidegger, who assiduously courted him in the 1920s and then callously abandoned him in the 1930s.  But I think you may find, as I do, that there are ways that Jaspers’ thinking is clearer, more incisive, and more comprehensive than that of any of those he influenced, and that it provides us with a broad and deep philosophical context within which the thinking of these and many others can be better understood and better applied—especially in the case of Arendt, in which Jaspers’ thinking almost always lies in the immediate background.

Most importantly, regarding his importance for educational thought, Jaspers has all the humanity and hopefulness of Dewey, while presenting a fuller picture of human history and a clearer view of the darkness of modern times than Dewey was situated to do.  As Philip Jackson has said recently, although Dewey remains the philosopher whose concerns are closest to those of teachers, he is “ultimately a child of the Enlightenment.”
 This compromises his ability to speak to the deepest and fullest concerns of a world that has clearly gone seriously awry in a way that will probably not be set right by enlightened “adjustments” of problematic situations, as predicated by cheerful American pragmatism and optimism and by belief in a general process of human progress.
  Jaspers developed an astonishingly complex—and at the same time an astonishingly communicable and teachable—philosophical world-view, based on an ethic of hope in the face of radical evil.  He tells a coherent story of human history that does not disparage the importance of “enlightened,” experimental science, but, at the same time, does not find it to be the central redemptive force in history, or the central educative force in society, as Dewey does.
  Jaspers sees philosophy, rather than science, as that redemptive force, and presents us with a view of its cultivation across human cultures and historic eras:  not as an elite “quest for certainty” that only began to be eclipsed a few centuries ago by a quest for social betterment, but as a spiritual quest—with far earlier historic beginnings—for broadened and deepened wisdom in and between human persons, as the necessary human foundation for a just, caring, and sustainable world.  For Jaspers, it is the deep darkness, not the general enlightenment, of our times, that, when clearly seen, provides the impulse to the love of wisdom—not “problematic” situations within a general course of progress, but situations of existential “crisis,” threatening either the physical extinction or the spiritual extinguishing of humanity, that provide the essential impulse to re-awaken humanity in oneself and in others.  This is the main reason his philosophy is so pertinent to the times in which we now live.   

I will focus here on the three aspects of Jaspers’ thought most relevant to the re-awakening of humanity in the contemporary world:  first, his understanding of the history of philosophy as the story of the deliberate self-education of humanity (a story founded on the understanding that philosophy is, before anything else, an exemplary way of human life); second, his understanding of the activity of philosophizing as existential reasoning, which, if deliberately cultivated in educational institutions, can become the ground for the creation of a humane democracy; and, third, his understanding of the need for us to create within our educational institutions a new, democratic form of humanism, as the central pedagogical vehicle for the attainment of authentic personal and interpersonal freedom among the democratic masses who have to this point only been outwardly and superficially freed.  Though the first part, the grand story of philosophy in human history, is what I will most focus on in this necessarily short essay, it should be clear that this re-understanding of philosophy as the self-education of humanity can only become evident to and entertainable by the general public once that public has both the political power of self-government and the realization that that power can be devastatingly destructive if it is not exercised wisely:  in other words, in a time just like our present times, in which democracy has become unthinkingly globalized, under banal, grossly unwise leaders, elected by a banal, grossly unwise public, who choose to inflict on themselves banal, grossly unwise forms of education—when, manifestly, only wise leaders and a wise public educated to wise conduct will suffice to preserve humanity on this earth.  Real, needed “change” may only be able to occur when humanity as a whole sees the story of philosophy—of the growth and ebbing away of the love of wisdom in various cultures across various times—as the story of humanity itself, learning, or failing to learn, to live humanely.  So making the story of philosophy—as the precarious self-education of humanity—broadly communicable is the crucial pedagogical move for encompassing the providential narratives both of various sectarian traditions and of science, and, in so doing, laying the educative ground for populating our globalized economy and society with the cosmopolitan world-citizens we now so desperately need.

AXIAL AGES, ANCIENT, MODERN, AND HORIZONAL:

THE STORY OF PHILOSOPHY TOLD FROM A 

COSMOPOLITAN, CROSS-CULTURAL PERSPECTIVE

 
By virtue of the extent and depth to which it has transformed human life, our age is of the most incisive significance.  It requires the whole history of humankind to furnish us with standards by which to measure the meaning of what is happening at the present time.
 
So wrote Jaspers at the outset of his 1949 work The Origin and Goal of History, which will be the main subject of the present essay.  Written at the end of World War Two, just after the catastrophe of the Nazi period in Germany which Jaspers had suffered through, prevented from teaching or publishing after 1936, and at a time of a tentative formation of a new world order before the real onset of the Cold War, it was in many ways a contemporary rendition of Kant’s famous and hugely influential 1784 essay “Idea for a Universal History from a Cosmopolitan Point of View”—though written not, as Kant’s essay was, to “discover a natural purpose in the idiotic [historical] course of things human,”
 but to construct, from the assorted empirical givens of human history, a way for human beings to sanely constitute a humane world order for themselves.  Where Kant found natural purpose in history (and where Hegel, following from him, found a hidden “cunning of reason” largely unbeknownst to historical actors), Jaspers sought narrative purpose in it:  the ability to construct a meaningful story out of the whole of human life, with all its blessings and greatness, all its banal idiocy and sordidness, just as each of us works to do with the motley patterns of our individual lives in the finding of vocation and personal purpose.  Once we find a central purpose upon which to base our lives, that motley pattern coheres in the form of a story:  with beginnings we find in the horizon of the past, a current situation, and a desired end on the horizon of the future, the vision of which guides us as we work to reshape our present circumstances and find a meaningful past.  So with history as a whole.  The times we live in make it urgent for us to find a collective vocation, the collective “goal” in Jaspers’ title, and, from that to find collective meaning in our collective past and an “origin”-point at which that goal first took shape:

The meaning of universal history, so far as it is empirically accessible . . . we can only grasp when guided by the idea of the unity of the whole of history.  We shall examine empirical facts in order to see to what extent they are in accordance with the idea of such a unity . . ..  In so doing we shall evolve a conception of history which ascribes historical significance to that which, firstly, stands unmistakably in its place within one single overall process of human history as a unique event, and which, secondly, enables the effective communication among humanity that is presently indispensable for its continuity and continuation.
 



This goal of finding a historic origin-point for the desired goal of “effective communication among humanity” led Jaspers to the central notion of The Origin and Goal of History:  the existence in the middle part of the first millennium B.C.E. of an “axial age,” “the point most overarchingly fruitful in the fashioning of humanity,”
 which witnessed the flowering of major wisdom traditions across Eurasia:  Confucianism and Daoism in China, mystical Hinduism and Buddhism in India, prophetic monotheism in Palestine, and, in Greece, tragic drama and the moral and metaphysical reflection that came to be known as “philo-sophia,” the love of wisdom.  In the recent The Great Transformation: The Beginning of Our Religious Traditions, from which this paper takes its epigraph, the religious scholar Karen Armstrong substantiates and builds on Jaspers’ notion of the “Axial Age,” showing that although these various cultures of wisdom were largely unaware of one another, they were empirically linked by being efforts to cope humanly with the same newly inhumane economic and technological circumstances.  All arose as efforts to quell through spiritual discipline the violence of empires powered by new technologies, by providing their adherents with deeper forms of happiness than were being offered by those empires and technologies:  transmuting desires for outward wealth and power into the search for self-awareness, inner peace, nonviolent action and communication, and reverence for all life.  Armstrong, having empirically investigated these cultures and traditions far more thoroughly than Jaspers was able to, had this to say about what they shared, and what they share with us:


The sages were all living in violent societies like our own.  What they created was a spiritual technology that utilized . . . human energies to counter this aggression.  The most gifted of them realized that if you wanted to outlaw brutal, tyrannical behavior, it was no good simply issuing external directives.  As Zhuangzi pointed out, it was useless for Yan Hui even to attempt to reform the prince of Wei by preaching the noble principles of Confucianism, because this would not touch the subconscious bias in the ruler’s heart that led to his atrocious behavior.


When warfare and terror are rife in a society, this affects everything that people do.  The hatred and horror infiltrate their dreams, relationships, desires, and ambitions.  The Axial sages saw this happening to their own contemporaries and devised an education rooted in the deeper . . . levels of the self to help them overcome this . . ..  [T]hey all concluded that if people made a disciplined effort to re-educate themselves, they would experience an enhancement of their humanity.
  

The Axial Age was axial both geographically and historically:  the development of reflective moral consciousness independently by each of these cultures at this time became pivotal to later spiritual developments, each one of which—including, in the West, the birth of Christianity, Islam, and the European Renaissance, and similar phenomena in the East—was a rebirth of the original Axial spirit.  In this light, Jaspers understands the specialness of philosophy as neither a purely Western creation, nor as a phenomenon arising separately and differently in East and West, but precisely as the love of wisdom in general—the impulse (in Armstrong’s terms, above) to the “spiritual re-education” of humanity for the “enhancement of humanity” as a whole, not merely one or another sect or class of it.  It is the deliberate carrying forward of the separate projects brought forward for that spiritual re-education during its “origin” in the original Axial Age toward the cosmopolitan “goal” of “effective communication among humanity.”  

The crowning work of Jaspers’ life was the unfinished, multi-volume The Great Philosophers,
 in which he portrayed philosophy as the pedagogy of humanity as a whole.  The greatest of all philosophers, in this cosmopolitan view, are those teachers “who set the standards or measures of what it means to be a human being” (die massgebenden Menschen in German):  Socrates, Buddha, Confucius, and Jesus, only the first of whom has traditionally been considered a philosopher.  After these come Plato, Augustine, and Kant, “the founders of philosophizing” (die Grunder des Philosophierens):  the first of whom brought enduring independent life to the love of wisdom by depicting it in literary form, founding a philosophical republic of letters (the enduring, yet evanescent “city of words” cited in the title of the recent work by Stanley Cavell
); the second of whom reconciled philosophy and traditional religion by centering both on an “inner light” specific to each human being and on the caring eros generated when those lights give to and take from one another
 (here he drew on the thesis Arendt wrote for him in 1930, Love and Saint Augustine
); and the third of whom reconciled philosophy as the love of wisdom with the modern scientific spirit that had diverged from it, in outwardly divesting itself of caring eros, while claiming to be its sole heir.
 
 

Jaspers’ professional training was scientific, in psychiatry, and he was a friend and disciple of the sociologist Max Weber.  He saw the modern, rational, scientific spirit as ushering in a second “axial age,” uniting humanity physically, technologically, and, with the wide establishment of democracy, politically.  Even before the advent of Hitler and World War Two, however, in the bestselling The Spiritual Situation of Our Time, of 1931, he saw the tremendous danger humanity had entered into by politically enfranchis-ing the masses—under conditions in which they controlled literally earth-shaking technological resources —without also deliberately spiritualizing, rather than materializing, the conditions of their existence:

One of the most notable characteristics of our day is a progressive and irremediable loss of [human] substance . . ..  On all hands we see a swarm of mediocrities, interspersed among whom are specially gifted functionaries of the technical apparatus, who concentrate its power and find careers in it.  The upshot is parade instead of true human being . . ..  With a pliable distribution of human goods from which humanitas has vanished, and with an anemic idealism, we justify the most pitiful and casual treatment of one another’s humanity.
 [=NCLB]

With World War Two, though—“the first real World War,” in the words of the latter parts of The Origin and Goal of History—he saw: 

[w]orld history, as one single history of the world, has begun.  From our vantage point, the interlude of previous history has the appearance of an area scattered with mutually independent endeavors, as the multiple origin of the potentialities of human beings.  Now the whole world has become the problem and the task.  With this a total metamorphosis of history has taken place.

And that history has become a living nightmare from which we desperately need to awaken one another:


[We have opened] the door to abysmal mass existence.  Everyone who wants to be of some account desires to go to the masses.  Some thinkers suppose that the masses possess reason and that the truth is to know this reason and act accordingly.  Human masses as such, however, are not a person; they do not know or want anything; they are without content and a tool for anyone who flatters their . . . psychological impulses and passions.  Human masses are easily able to lose the power of deliberation, rush into the intoxication of change for the sake of change, and follow the Pied Piper who leads them into the inferno.  It is easy for the conditions of interaction between unreasoning masses and foolishly decisive tyrants [GWBush] to develop.


What, precisely, is desperately needed is a synthesis of the first and the second axial ages:  the spread of the love of wisdom among the enfranchised, technologically empowered masses.  Many “enlightened” people see the current rise of religious fundamentalism around the world as regression into sheer barbarism; but it actually, for the most part, is merely reversion into the culturally limited forms of transcendence inherited from the first axial age—and sees itself being, not regressive at all, but holding firm to superior, transcendent values in the face of dehumanizing scientific materialism.
  Philosophy— conceived as part of the matrix of the first, spiritually-oriented axial age and as the core of the resolution of the human dilemmas into which the second scientifically- and technologically-oriented axial age has plunged us—provides the human route to non-sectarian transcendence, and the basis for the development of a third, consciously global axial age, oriented to the development of human freedom and human truth for the attainment of what Jaspers calls “the goal of human history”:  “effective communication among all human beings.”  But “philosophy,” “freedom,” and “truth” all need to be reconceived for this purpose.

PHILOSOPHY AS EXISTENTIAL REASONING:  

HUMAN TRUTH AS FREE COMMUNICATION IN “LOVING STRUGGLE”

Reconceiving the human understanding of “philosophy,” “freedom,” and “truth” was, in fact, the project of Jaspers’ two other major philosophical works before The Great Philosophers, the three volume Philosophy of 1932 and the 1000-page On Truth of 1947, and of many other works throughout his career that were written for the general public:  including Reason and Existenz of 1935, Nietzsche of 1936 (the work, clearly undermining the Nazi reading of philosophy, for which he was banned from teaching and publishing for the duration of the war), The Perennial Scope of Philosophy of 1949, The Atom Bomb and the Future of Humankind of 1958, and the transcripts of two different series of lectures delivered over the radio, The Way to Wisdom of 1951, and Philosophy Is for Every Human Being of 1966.   This was the core of Jaspers’ philosophy, to which we cannot begin to do justice here.  There are two points we cannot dispense with emphasizing, though, having to do with the story of contemporary philosophy and the condition of reason and reasoning within the context of that new story. 

Jaspers was the first to link the thinking of Kierkegaard and Nietzsche—under the term “philosophy of existence.”  Despite the theism of the former and the atheism of the latter, these two very, very different men, in the wake of Hegelian “absolutism” “of which no one could ever be quite sure whether it provided a residence or a prison for reality”
 jointly re-grounded philosophy in the life of the individual human person:

In a magnificent way, penetrating a whole life with the earnestness of philosophizing, they brought forth not some doctrines, not any basic position, not some picture of the world, but rather a new total intellectual attitude for human beings.  This attitude was in the medium of infinite reflection which is conscious of being unable to attain any real ground by itself.
 

We can no longer tranquilly proceed in the continuity of a traditional intellectual education . . ..  Through them we have become aware that for us there is no longer any self-evident foundation.  There is no longer any secure background for our thought.
    


These two (among “the great disturbers” in Jaspers’ later treatment of them in The Great Philosophers) were heroic failures.  They opened, but did not realize, new possibilities for thought.  For Jaspers, those possibilities only become realized, when—apart from (but not necessarily excluding) Kierkegaard’s faith in personal revelation coming from a source wholly other and outside oneself and Nietzsche’s struggle for continual self-transcendence through pure self-overcoming—we develop a new kind of nonsectarian faith, a faith in the transcendent power of authentic human communication, in “loving struggle.”  “Let us be true to one another,” prayed the poet Matthew Arnold, in the mid-nineteenth century, in the wake of the age when it was thought that “faith” and “truth” could be fixed, eternally or for a single time.  Much as Arnold moved beyond an ultimately isolating Byronic and Goethean heroism and toward a Wordsworthian “healing power” in his later poetry and in all his educa-tional writings,
 Jaspers reconceived philosophy as the effort to ground that “healing power” among existentially differing human beings, passing from the heroic, isolated existentialism of Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Heidegger, and, later, Sartre, to the irenic, communicative existentialism practiced by Buber, Marcel, and Arendt.  On the horizon of all human existence, for Jaspers, is—not quite an Eternal-Thou as in Buber—but a Cosmopolitan Us, the moral conviction that each instance of earnest, heartfelt reasoning leads onward to the goal of human history, “effective, real communication among all human beings.”


This, then, leads to a new understanding of human freedom, which for Jaspers is, precisely, free communication:


Liberty can never be a possession.  There is no isolated liberty.  Hence the individual sacrifices the rigor of his empty liberty in favor of a liberty than can be won only in being together.  Contrary to truth in their effects, and thereby contrary to liberty, are both the bourgeois lulling of the mind by conventions and the conditions of dictatorship . . . ; equally contrary to truth and to liberty is the fanatical truth-pathos that claims possession of truth in aggressive and offensive terms, but employs it only for the purpose of suppressing others.


This kind of freedom develops only with the transformation of humanity.  It . . . is bound to communication between human beings who are prepared to evolve.  Freedom as such cannot be planned, but people become free in earnestly undertaking concrete matters together.  To bring human beings to liberty means to bring them to converse with one another.  This remains bound up with illusion, however, if there are mental reservations which are not put into words—reserves upon which, inwardly breaking off communication, one draws back—if converse amounts, in fact, to a concealment, a mere gesture of giving, and the exercise of cunning.  Genuine converse between human beings is without restraint and holds nothing back.  Only in the complete openness of both parties does truth develop in community.

These remarks lead us directly to an outline of Jaspers’ understanding of democratic education, the central goal of which, like the goal of history, must be to enable human freedom of communication:  in “human beings prepared to evolve,” through “earnestly undertaking concrete matters together” allowing human, communicative “truth to develop in [free] community.”  What, though, does this mean in concrete pedagogical terms?

THE LIMITS OF EDUCATIONAL PLANNING, AND A NEW, COSMOPOLITAN HUMANISM 

TO UNIVERSALIZE AND SUBSTANTIATE HUMAN FREEDOM


Jaspers wrote a good deal about education, particularly in the university, where he was most familiar with it.  But two essays in particular are astonishingly relevant to the educational concerns of the moment.  I will treat them in reverse chronological order for reasons that will become evident.  “The Limits of Educational Planning” was originally published in 1952 in Jaspers’ local newspaper for teachers, the Basel School Folio.  Schools which try to control everything in learning, Jaspers says there, in uncompromising terms, are totalitarian in nature—thwarting the development of human freedom in the capacity of human beings to evolve—even when they exist in nominally democratic societies: 

In the totalitarian world, education, like everything else, is totally planned and accordingly regulated, leveled, and enforced in the smallest detail . . ..  [They] know how they want to do things.  They organize education like machinery . . ..  [T]he reduction of education to a processing of humanity into a useful, obediently functioning tool of labor impels participation in a power promising a magnificent future.  It fills the masses with an urge . . . to lose themselves in functionalization, to become materiel, and to make materiel of others.  All that matters is the proposed, immense human edifice—not the individual, not the personality.  They are to be evaluated according to the force of their intellectual gifts, by their technical skills, and by the degree to which they can be functionalized.  They themselves are expendable . . ..

For the free world it has become a quite difficult problem to clarify what can and what cannot be planned, and then to live in awareness of things which, though they cannot be planned, can be infinitely illuminated.  If we go in for the wrong kind of planning, if we forget the ground of freedom that supports us as free people, we can drift unawares along the road that carries us to totalitarianism . . ..  Where planning and knowledge come to be ends in themselves instead of means under the encompassing human guidance of the teacher, education becomes drill, humanity is turned into a mechanical function, and the possibility of our ascending into free communication collapses, at best into a state of sheer animated energy without human substance, at worst into inanimation.  This replicates the inward process, if not the outward political form, of totalitarianism.


What kind of educational institutions, though, most fully promote human truth and human freedom?  In 1949, the same year that he wrote The Origin and Goal of History, Jaspers also wrote an essay that can be seen as a pedagogical companion piece to it:  “On the Conditions and Possibilities of a New Humanism.”  This will be the central subject of another essay.  Let me conclude, though, with its last sentence, which contains the key to all the rest:   “The future lies in the presentness of each individual.”
   As we have seen, for Jaspers that presentness has multiple dimensions, but five central ones—behind the present moment open to transformation lie the whole past of the individual and the whole past of humanity; before it lie the possible future of the individual and the possible future of humanity, seeking wholeness.    David Hansen and others’ researches give us a picture of what contem-porary cosmopolitan education looks like “on the ground.”
  A picture of what it looks like philoso-phically, though, was perhaps best given by Hannah Arendt, both in her final, uncompleted work The Life of the Mind and in her definitive portrait of her teacher in the essay “Karl Jaspers: Citizen of the World”:

If the solidarity of humankind is to be based on something more solid than the justified fear of our demonic capabilities, if the new universal neighborship of all countries is to result in something more promising than a tremendous increase in mutual hatred and a . . . universal irritability of everybody against everybody else, then a process of mutual understanding and progressing self-clarification on a gigantic scale must take place.  And just as the prerequisite for world government in Jaspers’ opinion is the renunciation of [national] sovereignty for the sake of a world-wide federated political structure, so the prerequisite for this mutual understanding would be the renunciation, not of one’s own tradition and national past, but of the binding authority and universal validity which tradition and the past have always claimed . . ..  The shell of traditional authority is forced open and the great contents of the past are freely . . . placed into communica-tion with each other in the test of communicating with a present living philosophizing.  In this universal communication, held together by the existential experience of the present [lover of wisdom], all dogmatic . . . contents are dissolved into processes, which, because of their relevance to my present existing and philosophizing, leave their fixed historical place . . . and enter a realm of the spiritual where all are contemporaries.
 

We will create a third “axial age,” in other words, when we create, in opposition to our various fantasized, defensive “axes of evil,” a humane educational axis of good will, pedagogically soliciting with all our hearts, with all our souls, and with all our might, a universal engagement of one another in communica-tive loving struggle with ourselves, with present and historical others, and, through that, with the whole of humanity.  On that day, and only on that day, the human world shall be humanly one.
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