
corps of able, dedicated teachers could not 
cure, if given the opportunity.” But here, 
of course, is the rub. To recruit and to sup- 
port the able, dedicated teacher and to 
provide the opportunity for him to do his 
work properly is the enormous task which 
now faces those who are concerned about 
the future of public education. That intel- 
lectual values and disciplines are not wholly 
abandoned in our schools is primarily due 
to the presence still of an encouraging 
number of skilled teachers, such as Beatrice 
Nathan, whose ideas about education were 
not imbibed at our colleges of education, 
and who, to put it mildly, are not supported 
by the hierarchy of educationists to whose 
music they are obliged to dance. But this 
saving remnant is diminishing in size and 
influence. 

This whole problem is much older than 
John Dewey, I am sure; but Dewey, as Irv- 
ing Babbitt pointed out, has probably had 
more influence on education than any other 
recent American. Dewey believed that “the 
child is born with a natural desire to give 
out, to do, to serve.” Upon the foundation 
of this conviction he erected an elaborate 
and carefully reasoned superstructure of 
educational aims. (See David Holden’s 
essay, “John Dewey and His Aims of Edu- 
cation” in Smith‘s collection.) Much of 
Dewey’s educational philosophy is sensible 
and good. Had it been balanced by the 
sound dictum, supported by centuries of 
Christian and classical wisdom, that the 
child is born also with a natural desire to 
hold in, not to do, not to serve, the effects 
would have been immensely beneficial, for 
Dewey was in many ways a wise man and 
in all cases a well-intentioned one. He would 
have profited much had he been able to 
agree with a brilliant educator of his time 
who observed that ‘‘water flowing down hill 
has a weak instinct for the path of least 
resistance, compared with that of a boy 
picking his way through an education.” It  
may well have been the memory of his own 
daisy-picking boyhood that inspired Mr. 
Dooley’s, “I don’t care what ye larn thim 
so long as ’tis onpleasant to thim.” It isn’t 

necessary to go all the way with Dooley to- 
day, when most educational unpleasantness 
is reserved for parents and teachers, to 
acknowledge that a dose of his stiff, un- 
sweetened medicine prescribed sixty years 
ago might havc genuine therapeutic value 
now. 

Our children today get along with their 
group admirably well, occupy their spare 
time with healthy-minded activities, and at 
the same time display a disturbing lack of 
familiarity with ideas in general, American 
history, the multiplication tables, and an 
adequate vocabulary. That their praise- 
worthy health of mind, their quick-witted 
adaptability, and their resourcefulness in 
the face of what little leisure their organ- 
ized activities permit, must be purchased 
inevitably at the expense of their intellects 
is a common supposition; but it simply is 
not true. We must agree hopefully with 
Beatrice Nathan that, “The great American 
public will not forever submit to any dogma 
that is based upon mediocrity in the class 
room. They will see to it-sometime, some- 
how-that universal public education, the 
foundation of our liberties, is so re-enforced 
that the structure built upon it may stand 
up prouder, firmer and stronger than ever.” 

Reviewed by W I L L I A M  M C C A N N  

L’Opium des intellectuels, by Raymond 

M. Aron is well known for his studies in 
the philosophy of history and his works 
dealing with problems of practical politics; 
he contributes articles on political questions 
to Figaro and other reviews. Several of these 
essays were collected in a slender volume, 
Pole‘niques (Paris: C-allimard, 1955) ; they 
constitute an intensive criticism of views 
current in France today, especially those 
characteristic of the “Left.’’ M. Aron had 
planned to write a preface to this collec- 
tion; out of this preface, however, grew 
the present L’Opium. 

The title is derived from the well-known 

Aron. Paris: Calmen-Lkvy. 

100 Summer 1957 

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



saying of Marx that religion is the opium 
of the people. This quotation figures on the 
first page; but appended to it is a quota- 
tion from Simone Weil, who applied the 
phrase of Marx to Marxism, which she 
called-as others have-an inferior variety 
of religious conviction; only such inferior 
forms become the “opium of the people.” 
But it is not merely “the people” who are 
seduced and deluded by such illusions; 
the intellectuals are susceptible to this 
poison. For the intellectuals, or the “intelli- 
gentsia,” profess an uncritical faith in three 
fictions, none of which is countenanced by 
fact or able to withstand rational analysis. 

The first part of this book deals with the 
three myths which have become the creed 
of the intelligentsia: the Myth of the Left, 
the Myth of the Revolution, and the Myth 
of the Proletariat. Part Two is concerned 
with the Idolatry of History, and Part Three 
with the Alienation of the Intellectuals. 
This last part is a valuable contribution to 
the “sociology of the intelligentsia,” a topic 
which, M. Aron believes, has been given too 
little attention in recent writing. 

The author, writing in French and for 
Frenchmen, is naturally concerned mainly 
with French affairs; but he is well ac- 
quainted also with the situation in other 
countries, of which he knows many by 
personal experience. The book, therefore, 
is of relevance for every student of poli- 
tics, whatever his nationality may be. 

The parties comprised under the name of 
the “Left” are supposed to agree on certain 
fundamentals, whatever their politics may 
be for the rest. ( In  France, be it noted in- 
cidentally, there is a tendency to identify 
the Left with the followers of Marx, and 
the Communists together with their sympa- 
thizers view themselves as the true expo- 
nents of the leftist ideas. The special issue 
of Les Temps Modernes, June-July, 1955, 
La Gauche, hrnishes information on this 
point and also reveals the rather curious 
interpretation given to the “Ideas of the 
Right.” The article by Mme. S. de Beauvoir 
on this subject deserves to be examined and 
criticized because it is an outstanding in- 
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stance of distorted and tendentious presen- 
tation.) What unites the Left is the a-prior- 
istic belief that the future will be better 
than the present under all circumstances, 
that there is determined direction of po- 
litical development; or, in other words, 
the myth of the Left presupposes that of 
Progress. The faith in an unimpeded, 
natural-as it were, progressive-develop- 
ment, as it existed in the eighteenth cen- 
tury, cannot be maintained any longer, 
since the Left encounters continually the 
opposition of the Right. The myth of the 
Revolution, consequently, becomes a neces- 
sary complement. Without violence, the 
progress envisaged by the Left cannot be 
realized. The doctrinaires of progress had 
believed that the attainment of the ideal 
would be the work of “enlightened” hu- 
manity; nowadays this mission is attributed 
to the Proletariat, which, in contradistinc- 
tion to the ideas of old, claims to be 
“The People.” “To believe in the Prole- 
tariat is to believe in election by misfortune. 
. . . Who speaks in the name of the Prole- 
tariat . . . does no longer expect the 
progressive evolution of a natural order 
but relies on the supreme revolt of the 
slaves to eliminate slavery.” (p. 107). 
These ideas, M. Aron remarks, allow for 
a reasonable interpretation, but become 
mythical by virtue of an intellectual error 
which in turn stems from an optimistic be- 
lief in the dream combined with a pessi- 
mistic outlook on reality. I t  is by their 
successes rather than by their failures that 
these myths have refuted themselves. The 
Left, which arose in opposition to the 
ancien riggime, has achieved what it set out 
to do. The problems to-day are different: 
to attain an equilibrium of planning and 
initiative, of bureaucratic power and in- 
dividual rights, of economic centralization 
and inteiiectual iiberty. The Revolution has 
lost its meaning; it is back and not before 
us; modern society is in a state of con- 
tinuous revolution, as shown by USA and, 
in another sense, by USSR. The Proletariat, 
as conceived of by Marx and his disciples, 
is not an inevitable accompaniment of 

capitalism, as prove the developments in 
USA and in the Scandinavian countries 
(facts which the advocates of the Left care- 
fully ignore). 

Instead of recognizing the achievements 
of reason and the part of man in the gradual 
overcoming of the confusion modern so- 
ciety indubitably brought forth, the mythic 
way of thinking prefers to appeal to a 
“strange demiurge,” History. The faith in 
History has replaced that in science-that 
is, Newtonian physics-which animated 
the thought of Zes philosophes. But it is His- 
tory interpreted in Marxist terms. “The 
history of the party is the sacred history 
which is to result in the redemption of 
mankind.” (p. 119). The Party cannot err; 
it enunciates and accomplishes the truth of 
History. The author makes an interesting 
distinction between those he calls “men of 
the church,’’ organizers and rulers, on one 
hand, and the “men of faith” who blindly 
follow, convinced as they are of the verities 
of the doctrine, on the other. This second 
part contains many observations on the 
philosophy of history in general and the 
manner in which history is interpreted by 
the Communists and those influenced by 
their doctrine. I t  is necessary that one see 
clearly what the “idolatry of history” signi- 
fies, because it is this set of ideas which 
underlies not only the political theories but 
also the political actions of the “Left.” But 
it is not possible to summarize here the 
author’s views. Only a few words can be 
added on the third part, which deals with 
the “Alienation of the Intellectuals.” One 
finds here, besides some penetrating gen- 
eral remarks, a detailed analysis of the 
French intelligentsia, compared with that 
of other countries, which should prove 
eminently useful for an understanding of 
certain attitudes on the part of many writers 
and politicians. What the intellectuals ulti- 
mately seek is a new religion. (Perhaps it 
were better to say “new absolutes.”) I t  is 
this longing which renders so attractive 
the doctrines of Marx and Lenin. 

There is much to learn from this work. 
The American reader will be disappointed 
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by the fact that there are but very few foot- 
notes and that the author does not sub- 
stantiate every statement by a pertinent 
reference. This is not a peculiarity of just 
this book; it is a common procedure with 
French writers. There is neither a bibliog- 
raphy nor an index. Measured against the 
wealth of ideas and of information, how- 
ever, these are minor defects. Reading M. 
Aron’s book should prove rewarding to all 
who are concerned with the state of our 
world. 

Reviewed by R U D O L F  A L L E R S  

The Self and the Dramas of History, 
by Reinhold Niebuhr. Scribner 

Perhaps nothing illustrates with greater 
force the decline of intelligence and the 
rise of banality in our present-day phi- 
losophy and social science than the fact 
that many of the recognized “leaders” in 
these fields either ignore, or are admittedly 
unable to understand, the writings of Rein- 
hold Niebuhr. Even such a perceptive 
scholar as Francis W. Coker, in an article, 
LLSome Present-Day Critics of Liberalism” 
(The American Political Science Review, 
March, 1953), does not grasp the subtle 
quality of Niebuhr’s thought when he sug 
gests that “he seems to be urging a sort of 
mystic pessimism that might lead to despair 
of any sort of action.” 

The basic trouble (which no one has bet- 
ter explained than Niebuhr himself) with 
our humanities and our social science’dis- 
ciplines of today is that they are in the 
hands of “leaders” who do not measure up 
to the tragic and complex dimensions of 
the problems of the twentieth-century 
world. To put it more bluntly than Niebuhr, 
the dogmatically “liberal” leaders of the 
American mind have almost succeeded in 
stifling, or at least disregarding, expressions 
of originality which are not in conformity 
with their own pattern of thought. More 
often than not they have kept from their 

own as well as their students’ and followers’ 
minds anything resembling a realistic ap- 
proach to perplexing social troubles, which 
cannot be resolved by persuasively easy 
rational formulas. By ignoring, deriding, or 
oversimplifying serious alternatives to their 
own uncomplicated ways of thinking, they 
unwittingly have aided and abetted the 
failure of the liberal principles of tolerance 
and free intellectual development-a failure 
which they are busily engaged in discern- 
ing everywhere, save in their own camp. 

Before discussing the latest publication 
of a native American theologian, who ranks 
among the world’s foremost philosophical 
realists, another introductory note seems in 
place. In an age in which social scientists 
indulge the “scientific method,” it may not 
be amiss to recall the adroit admonishments 
of Wilhelm Dilthey to the effect that the 
historical and social sciences deal with 
human situations. No way can be found by 
which, on the strength of this, they can ap- 
proximate the greater exactitude of the 
mathematical and natural sciences. The hu- 
man subject is incomparably variable and 
elusive. Only superficially can the measure- 
ments, the rules of attraction and repulsion 
of the mere physical and biological worlds 
be applied to it. ‘Of course we may u s e  
in fact we even are urged by Dilthey to use 
-the scientific method in exploring and in 
“describing” actual human behavior, accom- 
plishments and failures. Yet little of cultural 
significance is gained thereby, he reminds 
us, unless the social scientist also tries to 
re-create motivations, plans, ideals, drives 
and passions of an epoch, a group, a great 
personality of historic dimensions. One re- 
members that the American historians Carl 
L. Becker and Charles A. Beard-at times 
at least-similarly inveighed against a 
“science of history,” although they were 
not always consistent in following this pat- 
tern. The danger which lurks behind the 
concept of “Verstehen” of Dilthey is that- 
while conveniently using it as an e x c u s e  
dilettantes may cavalierly dispense with aU 
scientific self-discipline in these fields deal- 
ing with human behavior, with the research 
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