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3. The Shaking of the Foundations

Abstract

The internal reactions of our ideas and feelings, while less obvious, are of even greater significance than the
changes which have occurred in our institutions. So great have these internal changes been that one writer has
described them as the shaking of the foundations. This characterization reminds is of what has been of major
importance to Western man: his ideas and ideals. Throughout his history it has been these ideas which have
supplied both his standards and his motivations, whether they referred to something beyond nature as
Augustine's City of God, something beyond the present as More's Utopia, something within nature as Stoic
law, or something like Bentham's greatest happiness principle. It has been this search for an ideal and the desire
to bring it into being which have accounted for Western man's restlessness, his dissatisfaction with the present,
and his desire for something better. When we remember the role that such ideas have played in Western
Civilization, we have a better appreciation of what their upsetting entails for man today. [excerpt]
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This is a part of Section XIX: An Analysis of the Contemporary World's Search for Meaning. The
Contemporary Civilization page lists all additional sections of Ideas and Institutions of Western Man, as well as
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More About Contemporary Civilization:

From 1947 through 1969, all first-year Gettysburg College students took a two-semester course called
Contemporary Civilization. The course was developed at President Henry W.A. Hanson’s request with the
goal of “introducing the student to the backgrounds of contemporary social problems through the major
concepts, ideals, hopes and motivations of western culture since the Middle Ages.”

Gettysburg College professors from the history, philosophy, and religion departments developed a textbook
for the course. The first edition, published in 1955, was called An Introduction to Contemporary Civilization and
Its Problems. A second edition, retitled Ideas and Institutions of Western Man, was published in 1958 and 1960.
It is this second edition that we include here. The copy we digitized is from the Gary T. Hawbaker '66
Collection and the marginalia are his.
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3. The Shaking of the Foundations

The internal reactions of our ideas and feelings. ,~while less
obvious, are of even greater significance than the changes which
have occufred in our ifigTifiificns., So great have these internal
changes been that one writer has described them as the shaking of
the foundationpna. This characterizaticn reminds us of what hae heen
of fajor importance to Western man: his ideas and ideals. Through-
out higs history it has been these ideas which have supplied both
his standards and his motivations, whether they referred to some-
thing beyond nature as Augustine's City of God, something beyond
the present as liore's Utopia, something within nature as Stoic
law, or something like Bentham's greatest happiness principle. It
has been this search for an ideal and the desire to bring it into
being which have accounted for Western man's restlessness, his
dissatisfaction with the present, and his desire for something
better. When we remember the role that such ideas have played in
Western Civilization, we have a better appreciation of what their
upsetting entails for man today.

The first and mos

e first and t important thing his change
is that the ideas WOICh Western man inherited from the past haue
Jbeen bent to his own will. 1In overthrowing the absolutist insti-
tuticns of church and gtate he also overthrew the absolutist ideas
vpon which these institutions claimed to be founded. The only

conclusion that he would acceot was that ideas were relaiive fo

his own will, and dependent on it .rather than on anvthing else.
Tdeac Were means for getting something done, and all argument for
their independent existence was referred to as rationalization.
By means of this argument the results of reason were no longer
interpreted as ideas but as ideologies. L

Tals approach had serious resulis with regard to the status
and meaning of ideds. These results can be seen when we look Care-
fully at the ordinary vocabulary of our contemporary world, in
‘which we can see the changes in the older words_ancd the appearanéé\

/{92 new ones. In p ‘ational we are apt to use rationalized |
or justified. 1In lieu of Tndivicual we might say indivicualigt. }
| For ideal we substitute idealized. Rather than truec wo use truismjy
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rather than real we say realized. 1Idea has become idea(l)ism.
Philosophy has become philosophy for 1ife, and the peace of Cod
_has Dbecome peace of mind, DPersonal has become personalistic or
LY PETECRATT! . teaning oi "character" has changed fron
g referring to strength to referring to idiosyncracy. And in place
of ideals we are surrounded by isms held by card-carrying ists,
rather than by individuals. Clearly, if our ordinary languagec
be any indicaticn, the culture in which we find ourselves today
Las undergone a tremendous change.,

While the idcas of both instit 0 and i i
to hdve the sfatus of ideologies today. there-is yet—a—signifi-
cant difference between.them from the point of view of the indi-
vidual., It is largely based on the difference in size and power
between the individual and the institutions with which he is con-
fronted. These institutions have a status which, in historical
terms, is much more permanent than his, This difference plus the
difference in size and power enables the institutions to give
their ideas a permanence he cannot give his own ideas. When these
institutions create a coherent system of such ideas we call the
result a myth. And this myth, backed by the techniques and
power of the institution, takes on what looks to the individual
like a life of its own. While this is only partially true of the
smaller institutions, it is supremely true of the political
institutions: "There will always be an England."

. ; 's jicé .. Whether t sal
Arigtotle or the laws of the Stoics, were interpretations of h
relations to nature and socicty. In the interests of the indivi-
dual, the Enlightenment pulled thesec ideas from their dominant
position. But the regsult of this has been to emasculate the
very things which had served as buffers between individual and
incividual, between individual and institution, and between
institution and institution. ince all ideas are now nothing but
ideologies which are the expressions of individuals or institufions,
there 1Is no protection to the indivicual such as they once offered
or _could have oifered. This means that there is a direct power
clash between Individuals and institutions which can be seen only
as a clash between two types of persons of greatly different size
and power, It is this situation which, the psychologist tells us,
accounts for the fact of tension today, a tension which is basically
contention.

Whether the ideological myths are imposed from the top, as
they are in..scme countries, or created by the people who voluntarily
male them their own, as they are in other countries. is of supreme
importance when we.axe. thinking solely in pelitical-bewms., This
difference enables us to discriminate between what we.call totali-
taxian and democ¥atic countries. It is both the strength and the
appeal (so necessary with™¥&5ard to the uncommitted countries
today) of the democratic countries that their citizens may freely
accept, criticize, or perhaps change the policies of their govern-
nents. Herein, as [Iill and many others have insisted, is to be
found the unique contribution of countries whose policies are so
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conctituted, and thelr improvement on prc ceding types of gcovern-
nenv,. iuic very capacity for charze has keen a valued safeguard
againct revelution.

out Mill's ideas were cxpressced a century age, when tines
and institutiong were diffcrent. The world was then one of isocolated
nationc liviang in almcest couplete independence of cne ancot
Thic nincteenth century situvation also agssumed the willingness of
peoples toc change many of their ideas. And it assumed a situaticn
in which certain moral limitations cn speaking and acting by
individuals and states were accepted by almost everyone. Today
the democratic states are faced with others which are rigidly
dogimatic, and which refuse tc accept the limitations of nincteenth
century morals., And here agaln we arc up against a basic conten-
porary proiulem radically cstated: Ilow dces cne deal with peosle and
institutions for whom tlhere arxe no Tiiis, ne rules, apd sfor wion
DGTLILL Ocuves as. o cueccx? Thelr ddeaa angd ideals meap what they
say anpd are valid ¢ crly as leng as they ouil tiuc coqvenlenccvgt*“
the mcment; and thicy can be changed at any tiwme aad for any
rearZcn.
e —————

p

a

Fo matter how iaportant the pelitical dimensicn of this
sion is of at leagt egual

> i

<)

problem is, the gpsychological dimen

inporiance. Ig Both the pogition of the ipdividual is very gsimilar.
IIis prcklem is that of trying to fiad S firm zroend oun which
tﬁvgfgﬁﬁmbﬁﬁﬁbtrqlldﬁ?ﬂd By thesae.institutions and their nyths.
If ideas are but ideologies, then they are but the creations of
their respective political institutions, and nothing nore. There
may be no gquestion of what Western man prefers, if he has a frece
cheice; hut this is nct the guestion at issuve. The guestion here
is; TWhat kasis can he have for his choice? What reasen can he
cive? What value caa he vse ag the standard for his cheice?
ifavingz accepted the idea that all ideas and ideals are relatvive
to the purposes of indivicduals and institutiocns, contenjorary man

ig left in gu wvustable kOCib cn, in a power cituaticun, with nc
baSiS cr which tc ground the commitments which he is continually

alled upon to make,

It is smell wendewr that thinking igs pushed ito absurd Jinits.

This—ds—whkal Gea ge Crwell (1903-12E0) had in mind when, in his

nimal Farpy ke described one of the principles of thc new society
WRTCh the pigs were sctting up as "All animals ave egual, DUT _Sope
animals are more cqual thran cthers." I the word "eguzl' Las.no
rPeleroni—or Batic, THon Lt 15 ootbible for The pigs. in this case,

o

~
P S AR s T o o, o SR 1 TR el P K . : - e
to_make it moan-anyibing-tuoy wizsh for thelr purpoges.

This situatiocon which Orwell depicts is, 1lun cne respect, nothing
new for Weg ; He hag been makinz cowparative dudoments ever
cince his ci ization hagsan. What is new, ang . radicaliy ri"nrong
however, of the standards ip texms. ol W el
: S, Per“ap, not since the fall cf the R wan
Eupire has he slate Leen wiped quite so clean of old established
values in such a 51urt tine. Weote;ﬁ standardc have always had
more than individual, sccial, historical, or cultural status. They
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have had metaphysical or religious status, and their particular
historical manifestations have been judged as approximations of
these abgsolute standards. Revelation and reason have been the
rieans of knowing these higher ideals. But now neither of these
methods is generally accepted, at lcast in its earlicr for,

Sc Western man ajpba"s to e in a situation where Lie hag not
only lcst hig old beariugs, Tut also the means of achioving

new cnes. Thus his idealisa, which up to now had been positive
and creative, has becoue neaatlve and critical. This rcactica
can be seen in the Beat Generaticn. . in-the-United States, ithe
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