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necessity and its attendant class divisions and property sys
tems out of rational self-interest.

Here then, is a philosophical system in which the 
individual is conceived, not in his involvement 
with society and nature, but abstractly and as a 
purely intellectual essence, a being which must 
now think of the world and acknowledge it as an 
eternal principle and perhaps as the expression 
of his own true b e ing.l3

The patriarchal family is the fundamental social in
stitution by means of which the individual is habituated to 
the authority relationships of bourgeois society, Horkheimer 
suggests. Both the father’s natural strength and his capac
ity to earn and/or possess all of the family’s money repre
sent natural facts against which children must not rebel and 
for which they must have esteem. "In consequence of the 
seeming naturalness of paternal power . . . growing up in 
the restricted family is a first-rate schooling in the 
authority behavior specific to this s o c i e t y . W h e n  as an 
adult the individual finds himself subject to the authority 
of the social network of economic relationships and without 
any means of redress of appeal, any perception of the contra
diction of his theoretical sovereignty and freedom as a 
rational being is occluded by his familiarity with the neces
sity of accepting social circumstances as they are and 
"adapting" to reality. The child’s dependence upon the 
patriarchal, restricted family smoothly translates into the 
adult’s dependence upon the amorphous and alien economic 
system of bourgeois society insofar as both group forms
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repress communal reflection and decision and amplify the
perception of so-called "natural," i.e., reified authority.

For the formation of the authority-oriented char
acter it is especially decisive that the children 
should learn, under pressure from the father, not 
to trace every failure back to its social causes 
but to remain at the level of the individual and 
to hypostatize the failure in religious terms as 
sins or in naturalistic terms as deficient natural 
endowment.15

Horkheimer's critique of the traditional patriarchal 
family presents an exceptionally clear analysis of the 
appropriation of the means for human intercourse and develop
ment by particular economic interests. To the extent that 
the situation of human intimacy and mutual concern is struc
tured by rigid domination-servitude relationships it is clear 
that the unique potential of both child and adult is denied. 
But if Horkheimer's argument that authority is a basic his
torical category is accepted it is also clear that the family 
cannot be disassociated from the exercise of authority simply 
by the recognition that traditional paternal authority is 
largely arbitrary. At the practical level of production in 
response to material need the processes of organizing, di
recting, and focusing the collective capacities of men will 
always require that some authority be exercised and obeyed 
if that capacity is to be most profitably exploited. Al
though the family today is rarely the productive economic 
unit it once was, the division of labor and various delega
tions of responsibility which still occur demonstrate a
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recognition of the authority of the source of that organiza
tion and decision-making which stabilizes the family around 
its own particular structure. And despite its innovative 
appearance, the mere substitution of the woman for the man, 
or a maternal for a paternal figure of authority, is only 
incidentally effective in retrenching the family's function 
of instilling an "authoritarian consciousness" in its mem
bers when the ultimate responsibility for the family's 
business and welfare is understood as a form of dictatorial 
license. More importantly, however, the unalterable and un
deniable dependence of the family's children upon the strength 
and competency of its adults is a small scale model of the 
necessary dependence of all individuals upon others with 
greater experience, resources, or ability. In this sense, 
to refuse to recognize the authority of another's competence 
or understanding is to pursue a self-destructive kind of 
"independence."

The vacuum created by ignoring the need for an es
tablished means of reaching an ultimate decision or of con
solidating a collective effort is all too quickly filled by 
the anonymous authority of impersonal economic interests.
While the perpetuation of the traditional relationships of 
authority within the family is, as Horkheimer suggests, the 
perpetuation of a repressive conditioning for assimilation 
into an alienated work force, the refusal to recognize that 
human life and growth is inevitably structured by the
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exercise of authority creates a situation in which individ
uals are no more capable of self-direction than when self- 
direction is deliberately denied. In the absence of long- 
range planning, firm decisions, and a reliable source of 
judgment individual freedom is lost to the confusion of 
immediate appeal and impulse which ultimately denies the 
capacity to choose by obstructing the experience of genuine 
choice. To the extent that autonomy depends upon rational 
thought and choice it is clear that the necessary exercise 
of authority must be such that individual thought and action 
is encouraged and yet focused upon those interests that are 
genuinely universal. Therefore the struggle to reclaim the 
family for the individual is inseparable from the struggle 
for self-government and autonomy. The tradition of repre
sentative democracy would seem to demonstrate that an appeal 
to participatory government is neither radical nor innova
tive, but it is not the procedures of debate and compromise 
that are most significantly in question with respect to the 
family's structure. Rather it is the determination to bring 
the facts and circumstances of one's life within the range 
of human control by means of a conscious recognition of and 
understanding of collective interdependence and productivity 
which must direct the exercise of authority. Thus in order 
to undermine and abolish the formation of the authority- 
oriented character which is incapable of understanding or 
even assessing its social situation and which is locked into
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a privatized individualism that prevents any possible over
coming of "natural" facts, it is crucial that the family 
provide an experience of collective learning, consideration, 
calculation, and decision-making; i.e., an experience in 
which the actions of the group are authorized by a single 
voice that is spoken by all.

THE FAMILY AS A COLLECTIVE

In order to exist the family must be able to command 
from its members a recognition of and a commitment to its 
independent being. This means, however, that each individual 
member must find himself addressed in another entity (the 
group) for which he is a necessary but never a sufficient 
condition. When the family must impose such a commitment 
upon the individuals of whom it consists, an imposition in 
which the family is particularly successful, the family 
exists as a social institution that has broken with its human 
content and no longer represents a structure in which the 
continuing process of human development is focused and fos
tered. If any individual who is counted as one of the fam
ily's members in terms of his contribution to the family's 
working or playing activities and in terms of his dependence 
upon the family's resources is at the same time excluded from 
the concept of the family as only one of an assortment of 
particular beings who have been collected under its familial 
rubric, the family itself is dead. While the institutional
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structure may continue to function within the system of social 
and economic relationships as the administrative agency most 
directly concerned with distribution and reproduction, the 
"family" that must return to an identification of the tradi
tional or empirical connections between its members in order 
to demonstrate its coherence only succeeds in demonstrating 
the alienation of those individuals from that which is essen
tially theirs.

1. Form versus Content

The picture of two or three generations of biologi
cally related persons living together is one of the more rare 
instances of family life in modern society. We have not, 
however, abandoned the concept of the family to the archives 
of outmoded customs but rather seem to be seeking to give it 
a new and historically more appropriate application. To the 
extent that we can no longer rely on the external form to 
identify the family, i.e., the presence of hetero-sexual 
parents, children, grandparents, and assorted "kin," we 
must reconsider the relationships existing between individuals 
who are living together in a shared situation under shared 
circumstances. When familial traits must be acknowledged in 
a group, e.g., a sense of some degree of mutual responsibility 
for one another's welfare and a desire to consider every mem
ber of the group when a decision is made, the group has a 
legitimate claim to the identity of a family.
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Furthermore, the criterion of family substance must 
refer to the emotional relationships which bind particular 
individuals together. Thus a legally recognized relation
ship, e.g., marriage or the parent-child relationship, may 
prove to be much less substantial as a family relationship 
than one which is wholly based in a nonlegal commitment.
Our concern for the family as a fundamentally human rela
tionship cannot be anachronistically limited to an asso
ciation of individuals who share a common genetic heritage 
for two reasons: First, because to do so would be to deny
the historical movement from the sense of the primacy of 
the biological relationships to the contemporary sense that 
the biological relationship may be less meaningful, if not 
meaningless, in comparison with all newly possible human 
contacts. Secondly, as a result of the realization that 
one is not limited to the society of one's traditional fam
ily, the individual is presented with the possibility of 
moving beyond the merely formal or legalistic family rela
tionships on which he would have been so acutely dependent 
in the past. While this freedom of movement threatens the 
traditional concepts of family cohesion and family commit
ment, it is nevertheless the source of the possibility for 
a genuinely human family. Without the freedom to move out 
of cruel, or stultifying, or simply unsatisfactory relation
ships individuals were locked into a structure of interper
sonal relationships which were frequently shaped by a sense
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of the unquestionable "rightfulness” of authoritarianism or 
the inevitability of being "claimed" by some social group in 
a random fashion.

Traditionally, the family into which one is born 
represents the primary "given" in an individual’s life, the 
condition and fact of his existence that predates his ability 
to accept or reject or change such conditions as will exert 
a considerable influence upon his own being. The extent to 
which the notion of rational deliberation seems inappropriate 
to an identification of families and how they are formed re
flects the special, almost a priori status that must be 
allowed the family as a biological or legal entity insofar 
as the family in these terms cannot be recognized as an ob
ject of rational consideration. Instead the family which 
understands its own identity as essentially the material prod
uct of actual human reproduction, or the intent to reproduce, 
epitomizes the experience of what amounts to an arbitrary sub
ordination of the individual to a social structure.

2. The Human Development of Individuality

Since the notion of social interdependence confuses 
the picture of a self-reliant individual who need not com
promise his impulses or desires, the working model for social 
relationships in civil society has become that structure of 
efficiency and human indifference which best seems to guar
antee fair and sufficient distribution of the social product
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without interfering in the individual's personal life. Against 
the antagonistic character of the activity by which one par
ticipates in "productive" society, the family stands as an 
experience of group participation which assumes not only the 
right but the responsibility to penetrate the dimensions of 
"personal" concerns such as emotional health, ambitions, and 
even one's moral codes and standards. Clearly this level of 
involvement subjects the individual family member to a greater 
or lesser degree of psychological domination, perhaps rein
forced with physical domination, that openly seeks to prevent 
the individual from behavior that is simply the acting out 
of his innate and "unpolluted" proclivities. Nor is this 
"interference" with the individual's behavior and conscious
ness limited to the children of the family who seem most 
legitimately subject to adult guidance and training, for the 
family experience necessarily includes all of its members in 
the actualization of the values, and beliefs, by which it 
knows itself as a particular group. Without the active expres
sion of individuality consciously attempting to implement the 
principles of a specific behavior the group has no substan
tiality either as a cohesive association or as the social unit 
which counters and ameliorates the deliberate indifference of 
civil society towards the essentially human dimension of life, 
i.e., towards both the spiritual, ethical, aesthetic dimen
sions of the individual and his reflective understanding of 
these dimensions.
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Thus to the extent that the "personal" realm of be
lief and value is the stuff (content) of human intercourse 
within the family the inevitably direct and personal engage
ment of individual family members with one another simul
taneously makes the existence of genuinely human value a real 
possibility and opens the door to an arbitrary control and 
manipulation of that human value. In this sense the capacity 
of the family to override the independent integrity of its 
members by means of an authoritarian disregard for individ
uality eludes the simplistic either/or disjunction. To in
sist that the level of immediate interaction which charac
terizes family relationships should be transposed from the 
limited and therefore personalized context of a family group 
to the extended and impersonal context of civil society in 
general is to ignore the necessary conditions of a relation
ship which can engage individuality without controlling it.
At the same time, the restriction of relationships which seek 
out and express, and consequently develop, not only the 
unique aspects of one's being but also the means of dis
tinguishing between autonomy and heteronomy (or decision and 
suggestion) is to mistake the accidental arbitration of 
human association (i.e., the biological or legal definition 
of family) for the truly necessary mediation of all human 
being.
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3. The Group as Sponsor

Through its multitude of forms and adaptations the 
family (as a concept) epitomizes the experience of human con^ 
cern for others. Regardless of how many people a particular 
family includes or what their actual blood relationship to 
one another is, the mark of their specifically familial unity 
is a more or less constant perception of one another as beings 
whose presence or absence is of utmost significance. Each 
individual member of the family makes a unique contribution 
to the identity of his family by standing apart from his "rela
tives" as an individual who is known in terms of his specific 
personality and potential. He stands out as a particular ex
pression of the being of the whole which no other family mem
ber is capable of expressing. He is, in a very literal 
sense, an irreplaceable element of the family group for his 
personality, i.e., his individual nature, is not simply 
acknowledged to be only his alone but is specifically valued 
by the group as a manifestation of the diversity and real 
human richness of the group.

To the extent that this individual does enjoy the 
trust and tolerance and support of his family, he experiences 
at a very elementary but psychologically essential level the 
meaning of individual freedom. While he may have little or 
no understanding of the legal significance of individual 
rights, the family's recognition of and esteem for his dis
tinct, personal being must suggest the real basis of
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individual development and being, i.e,, the freedom to 
actualize and extend the dimensions of the self in an autono
mous fashion.

As Marx has described, human beings who are totally 
submerged in the crude and brutal struggle to meet their 
physical needs do not have the specifically human capacity 
to draw the sensual and intellectual distinctions which 
mark human perceptions as profoundly other than animal or 
nonhuman perception. Similarly, human beings who are con
sumed by the struggle to assert their private claims to the 
products of human society against the same claims of others 
are submerged in the undifferentiated categorization of all 
human being. The abstract articulation of personal rights 
as an elementary ideological premise ultimately acts against 
the realization of individuality by reducing the significant 
aspects of individual being to the concerns of administered 
equality. Thus "individuality" implies the right to be in
distinguishable from everyone else insofar as everyone has 
the same right to work for the same wages in order to be 
able to afford the same level of market activity which is 
generally assessed as necessary for a "typical" kind of well
being. Of course, it cannot be forgotten that far too many 
people do not begin to enjoy the typical or standard level 
of well-being, not only outside the United States but inside 
as well. The fact of substandard living conditions and the 
correlative reduction of educational and employment and
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ultimately human opportunities underscores the immediate ur^ 
gency of a quantitative economic distribution of goods and 
services. But it is only within the context of an institu
tional tendency to dismiss the general, undifferentiated 
claims to the means of human life that the use of the "flat" 
sense of individuality is justified.

THE BETRAYAL: THE FAMILY VERSUS
THE INDIVIDUAL

Whether because of its conceptual proximity to the 
most basic concerns of human existence (food, shelter, re
production) or because of its status as an absolute given 
against which reason should have no appeal lest the "natural" 
(as distinct from the human and therefore morally fallible) 
order of things be violated, the family thus stands opposed 
to the individual. It is not only the first social group or 
unit to claim him as a dependent but also the first to de
mand that he represent the specific character and being of 
the group in his individual thoughts and actions. On the 
one hand the individual's family holds the resources which 
are indeed necessary to his being, i.e., it must provide for 
his physical needs in at least a minimal fashion and, for 
better or worse, it inevitably fulfills the classic socializ
ing functions, transmitting the culture, language, values, 
etc. which enable the individual to participate in human 
society. On the other hand, the delegation of this
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responsibility to the family dictates a relationship of de
pendency between the individual and the group which can re
duce the individual to a simple functionary. In this sense 
the family tie no longer simply sustains the individual by 
means of the family's capacity to meet his basic (physio
logical and psychological) needs and wants, but actually 
generates a submissive consciousness in the individual who 
must find a place within the family "unity" rather than 
create one.

To be sure, this family exhibits the tangible prop
erties of a group, i.e., the association of two or more 
individuals, a general identity which exceeds that of any 
single individual, etc., but it does so on the basis of an 
ultimately arbitrary or happenstance collectivity. The bio
logical criteria of family relationships is fundamentally an 
institutionalization of the result of certain actions and 
circumstances over which we have not yet achieved total con
trol. What modern science and technology have been able to 
accomplish is the deliberate prevention of conception or 
denial of conception (abortion), i.e., the obstruction of 
the normal processes of reproduction which would otherwise 
result in the creation of a new, individual life. But when 
those processes are not obstructed or interfered with, they 
remain as much beyond the control of human rationality and 
planning as they have ever been. Thus the extent to which 
the creation of potential human individuality is still the
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object of human reproduction remains a critical problem for 
the biological definition of the family.

When we respond to an occasion of successful human 
birth with a profound sense of joy and wonder we express 
more than a simple, unqualified delight at the miracle of 
life. Human life in its temporal and finite form is the 
means by which any given set of circumstances can be over
come, for it is not only subject to the conditions with 
which it shares the character of material reality but also 
possesses the capacity to understand them. Thus far human 
being has retained the capacity to deviate from predictable 
responses, i.e., to sustain an adherence to concepts and 
principles and beliefs in the face of circumstantial and 
situational pressure(s) to deny them, and in so doing has 
persisted in the unfolding of real, existent value. But it 
is only to the extent that individuals can envision the 
situation that ought to be, that a challenge is made to the 
one that is, and that vision, for all its universal applica
tion, is fundamentally a product of particular perception. 
Similarly it is the unique expression of the artist’s vision 
or the musician’s composition which forms the tangible con
tribution to the realization of the human capacity for 
aesthetic creation and while it is the understanding of 
universals which inspires that work, it must be carried out 
by individuals. Thus each particular human birth, understood 
as distinctively human, is the occasion of paradigmatic
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renewal for it represents the reality of possible human 
progress and achievement that will always historically ex
ceed the world as it is.

When individuals are bound to a specific group either 
by virtue of their blood relationships or by relationships 
grounded in a legal commitment their integration into that 
group can reduce to a merely nominal claim of connectedness 
and yet be taken as a kind of "evidence" that one is not 
alone in the world, i.e., as a hedge against the "quiet des
peration" of alienated individualism. In this sense, bio
logical and legal ties are understood to be the substantial 
social relationships without which the individual would be 
simply absorbed by the wider society which surrounds him.
To the extent that the social reality is such that only the 
conceptual absence of human confrontation and engagement can 
structure and clarify the notion of individual rights and 
freedoms, this sense of the family arbitrates the apparent 
conflict between the social (i.e., human) needs of the in
dividual and his life as a "free and equal" citizen.

Historically the presence of mutual concern and love 
between family members appears as a kind of luxury in that 
it was possible and even necessary to maintain the family 
despite their absence. The modern development of the in
dividual's capacity to live alone marks our era as a period 
in which family relationships are remarkably voluntary.
Which family, if any, the individual will accept as a
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constitutive principle if his life depends upon the rela
tionship between the demands made upon the individual by 
the group and his own demands with respect to what the fam
ily is able to provide for him. When the family appears 
as the object of a conflict between the individual’s need 
for the intimacy of family life and his need for personal 
freedom it betrays an unnecessary antagonism between its 
institutional structure and its human "elements."

THE PROMISE OF THE INDIVIDUAL: THE GROUP

Social identity must rest upon the real character of 
a social group as it is manifested in the several particular 
expressions of human being by which it is comprised if it is 
to avoid the totalitarian alternative, viz. the derivation 
of individual identity from the contrived collective repre
sentation of the state or group. Without the existence of 
the individual the group has only an abstract, though not 
necessarily rational, kind of identity insofar as it is un
related to the material development of its real being, the 
individual. Profoundly inhuman implications must always 
accompany this authoritarian kind of social identity which 
can be imposed upon any subject in the manner of empty 
categorization as determined by any arbitrarily chosen 
conceptual (i.e., ideological) arrangement.

To the extent that the individual’s significance is 
reduced to his function as representative of and contributor
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to the social identity which both precedes and supercedes 
him, individual development and growth is reduced to the 
exercise of duty and obedience to orders for which the 
superior being and purpose of the group is the only author
ity. In this situation, the determination to weld a social 
identity out of the available human resource assumes the 
power both to discharge individuality in the name of a 
greater, because collectively stronger, being and to ascer
tain the essential nature of that collective being without 
reference to its real elements. Thus individuals who acci
dentally share certain characteristics such as place of 
birth or race are united around a sense of commonality 
which is defined in terms of a deliberately exclusive sense 
of humanity and human potential. The ultimate perversion 
of the collective consciousness of a group experience is 
the denigration of personal moral reflection which not only 
denies the classical definition of the self-directive man 
but also represses the rational perception of genuinely 
universal human relationships, i.e., those which transcend 
the diversity of circumstance without devaluing it.

Any group which assumes the power of conferring the 
substance of one’s identity upon its members as that iden
tity is defined by the needs of the group demonstrates an 
obliviousness to the means and the value of human being that 
readily facilitates the operation of particular interests.
If the ideology clearly pronounces the futility and absurdity
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o£ individual effort as in a totalitarian or fascist society 
there is no question but that the group, as it is consoli
dated into a representation of whatever interests find them
selves able to dominate its endeavors, merely employs human 
being as the means by which the group acts. On the other 
hand, where the ideological articulation of the group's 
nature retains the concept of individuality as a central 
tenet of its own theory, it cannot be automatically under
stood as a demonstrably significant or real value. But even 
when the idea of individuality is allowed only a superficial 
justificatory function in the conceptual framework of social 
institutions its strength as a fundamental human value mili
tates against the complete subordination of the individual 
within his society. As long as the social body is at least 
nominally dedicated to the protection of every individual's 
existence as a unique particular it must employ the term 
which has the power to suggest challenge and refusal on the 
part of the individual. While genuine human difference is 
clearly threatened by the recession of its possibilities, 
the emphasis upon the evil of any social tampering with in
dividual identity and will can sustain a conceptual tension 
between social identity and individual being from which a 
critical attitude towards the demands and values of the group 
may grow. In this sense the democratic premium upon indi
vidual rights and freedoms is, despite its theoretical ab
straction and practical emptiness, crucial to the reality of
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an identity which is separate from that of the group and dif
ferent from that of any other member of the group because it 
demands that the presupposed individual be concretely iden
tified.

FROM HUMAN INTIMACY TO HUMAN INTERDEPENDENCE

Within the context of a group individual action is 
an embodiment of the interest and purpose of the whole group 
for it reflects the shared resources and possibilities of 
the common situation. But the collective character of that 
act is only its abstract characterization for as an individ
ual act it underscores the extent to which the collective 
identity of the group is constituted by individuals. That 
the group may, and often does, act as a body does not pre
clude the independent activity of its diverse members who 
share the circumstances and conditions of their lives but 
not the composition of their souls. Rather it is from the 
foundation of the recognition of their common interests that 
each member's separate identity emerges because it is in 
that recognition that the opportunity for self-realization 
is secured.

Through the recognition of common ends and their 
shared efforts to attain those ends each member can be freed 
from what would be the overwhelming task of production and 
reproduction to meet one's personal needs in much the manner 
of Marx's analysis of the collective character of labor.
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Within the family, however, the collective capacity to pro
mote individual freedom is not a matter of the expansive 
potential of cooperation in material production but rather 
issues from the concept of the family as the objective struc' 
ture within which subjective human being is able to take its 
individual shape and form. The freedom for individuality 
that is offered by the family thus only begins with the iden
tification of the family's fundamental purpose with an ade
quate provision for personal needs. In an epoch marked by 
an increasingly rapid establishment of "public" institutions 
which are not only capable of, but even sometimes better at, 
fulfilling the traditional functions of the family, the 
radical value of the family is its capacity to provide both 
the concept of and the experience of those conditions of 
human intimacy and engagement which are essential to the ex
pression and development of true human individuality.

But to the extent that the being of the family can 
only exist as the active processes of becoming by means of 
which each individual member becomes himself, the alienation 
of family members is far more than an appropriation of prop
erty understood in the possessive sense. Rather, the family 
that stands in opposition to its members as an independently 
established entity denies to those individuals the funda
mental experience of oneself as simultaneously subject and 
object. Until one can understand that he is an essential 
constituent of a social group which appears as "other",
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apart and at a distance from himself, there is little real 
possibility of his assuming responsibility for its actions 
except or until he can claim exclusive leadership. When 
the family appears distinctly other and different the ele
mentary experience of social human being for the individual 
is so dominated by limitations and restraints, that the con
cept of social groups cannot escape its influence, not sim
ply because of the individual's personal fear but most im
portantly because that paradigm group which should be 
available as a concise and uncluttered model of collective 
work and play is missing. The shallow scientistic understand
ing of the anthropological conclusion that man is a "gregarious' 
animal is revealed in the experience of even our most intimate 
and basic relationships as a part of an involuntary association 
with others who do not necessarily find our own (subjective) 
interests expressing theirs. The current tendency to push the 
sociologist to a more and more "scientific" accumulation of 
data on human nature and its manipulation by the group increas
ingly appears to be the only alternative the anarchic anti
resolutions of the continuing conflict between family respon
sibilities and personal freedom. But the scientific socio
logical management of human collectivity will no more be the 
form of either self-determination or self-government than is 
the scientific management of the labor process a means of fa
cilitating the humanization of social labor.

The prospect of a science of human behavior that could
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dictate the necessary conditions for a stable social order 
has in its favor the capacity to illuminate the circum
stances in which the individual will relinquish his claim 
to the rights of selftdirection. If such understanding 
could motivate the elimination of social structures which 
incorporate the individual without expressing him it would 
indeed have progressive implications. However, the deter
mination to manage and control the obstreperous "facts" of 
material existence which pervades the scientific approach 
thus far suggests that our understanding of human behavior 
will be used for systematizing human interaction, particu
larly in order to guarantee and protect the operation of 
interdependent production lines.

CONTINUITY VERSUS OPPORTUNITY: THE
CONFLICT BETWEEN "ME" AND "WE"

Freedom for individual development must imply both 
the nonchanging essence which develops and the changing 
appearance by which that development is marked, for the 
"freedom" which simply permits an episodic accumulation of 
varied experience is the means through which human individ
uality is dissipated and spent. Without the binding force 
of a dimension of one’s being that is carried forward into 
each new experience and confronted with the challenge of 
the possibilities peculiar to that experience, the individ
ual has no resistance against the demands of the new
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situation and must submit to a thorough, internalization of 
the sociological phenomena in each ne>r setting. The vul
nerability of the rootless individual can be illustrated by 
the common case of accepting employment with a company or 
firm towards which one feels initially at odds. All too 
soon the values and beliefs which would set the individual 
against the very economic activity that offers him a salary 
are forgotten or renounced as the impractical ideals of a 
more naive age. But a parallel dynamic can also be noted 
in the flexible identity of the individual who either pur
sues or settles for the serial form of interpersonal rela
tionships. In this case, the cost of preserving his "free
dom" is not solitude but the lack of a truly distinctive 
life style or character such as would demand an equally 
distinctive companion.

To the extent that the necessity of making such ad
justments is less noticeable as the opportunities for moving 
freely from one experience to the next without making sig
nificant commitments to either people or projects increase, 
individuality is already a disappearing aspect of human being 
Thus in the frantic scramble to program excitement, novelty, 
and generally new experience into our lives we tend to find 
the same patterns of relationships and learning recurring 
again and again despite the variation in circumstance. In
deed, the possibility of growth through experience already 
tends toward a simple resituation and voyeurism insofar as
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the longing for an objective engagement with the world as 
other (in general) is diverted into the temporary pleasures 
of nonparticipatory entertainment.

On the other hand, it is a mistake to suppose that 
the substance of individuality must always be threatened by 
the availability of numerous experiences peculiar to twen
tieth century technological society, for access to conceptual 
and circumstantial environments beyond that into which one 
is born is as much a prerequisite for the transcendence of 
provincialism as it has ever been. Rather it is the assump
tion that that access alone is sufficient for the discovery 
and development of one's being, i.e., the assumption that 
it is only the situational features of one's existence which 
are responsible for the promotion or prevention of personal 
growth, which must be critically assessed.

In modern society access to the experience of other 
environments means not simply mobility and communication but 
a devaluation of the bonds which mark an interpersonal rela
tionship for in order to make use of the technological means 
of travel and change, one must be able to leave one situation 
and enter another. While this devaluation is apparently co- 
existensive with the logic of individual primacy, it is also 
the source of a form of individual oppression against which 
the individual is singularly helpless because his resistance 
appears to be directed against himself. It is not often that 
the individual who chooses to leave his family or "primary"
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group setting and throw himself as much upon his own re
sources as possible is able to walk '’away" from human society. 
Rather the act of disconnecting oneself from the social unit 
to which one has been related through mutual concern and iden
tification is simultaneously an entry into the social world 
which can be perceived as a whole only to the extent that it 
can be recognized as a particular collection of individuals. 
With the ideology of separate and generally opposed inter
ests predominate and the fear of being maneuvered into an 
unprofitable sacrifice of one's own resources pervasive, the 
individual faces himself as a being who exists in a crowded 
but fundamentally isolated condition. If it were possible 
for him to ignore the inescapable physical proximity of other 
human beings the individual would at least be pursuing his 
personal interest in a logically defensible manner. But as 
the conceptual and practical dismembering of human effort 
continues, and his focus on the particular concerns of his 
own abilities and wants intensifies, the occlusion of the 
meaning of his individual growth and activity must result.
In this sense the individual is either forced to insist that 
his endeavors are solely motivated by a private and incom
municable inspiration towards objective "production" or to 
admit that he acts in a wholly impulsive fashion without ref
erence to any kind of constant theme such as would justify 
each new attempt. The catchall explanation of an exclusive 
focus on selfish interests, viz. the logic of self-preservation
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extended beyond the facts of a brute animal existence, can 
be employed to give a rational veneer to the dictum of 
modern competition at the individual level but it is increas
ingly unable to account for the decidedly nonpreserving 
attack individuals make upon their own physical and mental 
being. Instead the vacuum produced by the devaluation of 
purpose and meaning with respect to human endeavor as a self- 
initiated and self-directed and ultimately self^expressive 
project is filled by the purpose of a system which operates 
not in human qua human-as-^universal interest but only in 
the interest of maintaining and expanding a particular locus 
of power and authority,

THE VIOLATED POTENTIAL: ISOLATION
INSTEAD OF INTEGRITY

Although the perversion of the family as a model of 
genuinely participatory social-political organization is a 
crucial violation of human rights and aspirations, the same 
process of alienation that effectively closes the individual 
to the real human potential for collective vision and effort 
reaches beyond the public dimension of one’s life. To the 
extent that individuality is not a given, i.e., that the 
human infant is recognized as an individual only insofar as 
the identity of his parents and family are brought to bear 
upon him by others and not by virtue of an active assertion 
of his own being, the essential human potential for a unique
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(personal) identity remains only a potential unless it is 
engaged by the dialectics of human interaction. Again, it 
is tempting to lean on a part of the (relatively) scien
tific summation of the processes of human development by 
the modern sociologist who also perceives human being as 
the product of social life and interaction. But whereas 
the sociological understanding treats human exchange as 
the transmission of behavior and language necessary for a 
group to function, i.e., as the means by which the "me
chanics” of the requisite socialization processes are ac
complished, the concept of the dialectics on which human 
being depends has as its object the realization of human 
individuality. In this sense the interaction between in
dividuals is the mediating activity between that which the 
individual is and that which he is not, manifested in a 
radically human context.

Not only by means of but because of the inevitably 
social character of human existence, paradigmatically illus
trated by the family, human being can achieve a radically 
diverse independence. That independence is and will be com
mensurate with the nature of universal value because its 
reality is beyond the influence of particular circumstance 
and yet only realized in spatial, temporal, i.e., fully con
crete, terms. The essence of human individuality cannot be 
found in the separation of particular human being from its 
universal, i.e., from the concept of the constitutive
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features of human being, for the individuality of isolation 
is only by default. Cut adrift from the regulative princi
ples of human being which can never be so eloquently ex
pressed in abstraction as to substitute for the communica
tion of beauty or justice or truth in objective human rela
tionships (i.e., extra-personal or trans-personal), human 
individuality is only the shell of a profoundly accidental 
and consequently alien being. But to the extent that the 
individual subjectively gathers the universality of human 
being into the substance of his particular being and yet 
exercises the freedom of that particular material being to 
act (in the manner of Kant's autonomous man) in accord with 
his own "legislation" he is not a separate human being made 
"individual" by an irresolvable antagonism towards others, 
but is rather an individual human being whose separateness 
is the result of his being with others.

This is not the separateness of a particular being 
who must withhold himself from the interdependent relations 
of the group in order to guarantee his freedom to think 
differently and perhaps disagree, but rather the separate
ness which is an ontologically constitutive feature of the 
human experience. The point is not to suggest that the 
physical discreteness of our bodies may be transcended by 
being ignored but rather to illuminate the significance of 
the physical limits of ourselves insofar as they both sug
gest separate identity and demarcate what should be the
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difference. But the discrete character of our physical being 
can no more compel genuine individuality than it can defend 
the rights and freedoms on which individuality depends, for 
in the wake of the processes of social homogenization and 
control our physical separateness is only a fragile symbol 
of what ought to be the strength and independence of every 
human perspective.

The concrete realization of the ontologically human 
expression of essential individuality occurs only insofar 
as the generality of human being with which every particular 
being is born is overcome. True human difference is a func
tion of the social character of human development for it can 
only issue from the experience of human commonality, i.e., 
the development of the self in human terms. In the same way 
that the humanization (the human development) of the senses 
depends upon the exposure of what are initially only the gen
eral capacities of perception, taste, sight, sound, and cog
nition, etc., to their appropriate objects as those objects 
reflect historical human being, the development of individ
uality depends upon the interaction with other human individ
uals who embody human history. It is this confrontation which 
defines the difference between the self which grows but never 
ceases to be itself and all other human being which, while 
infinitely particular in its appearance, forms a totality as 
the substance of continuing dialectical relationships to the 
individual.
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CONCLUSION

Lacking a foundation of values and principles which 
recognize in all other human being not only the source but 
the guarantee of human life as the unfolding of difference, 
personal distinction mutates into the attempt to dominate. 
When the concept of qualitative individuality, of the unique 
expression of universal human being, is repressed the uni
versally human yearning for individuality can be seen to 
attempt to command a recognition of the self through the ex
clusion of others. Clearly the occlusion of universal human 
value, truth, beauty, justice, etc., spawns an ignorance of 
human worth which threatens all individuality by suggesting 
that the only possible transcendence of human generality is 
the egotism of crude survival and conquest. In the same 
vein, the persistent fear of actualizing the universality of 
human being, as manifested in the failure of families and the 
preoccupation with personal freedom, has already resulted in 
a mass mockery of what is in truth the most precious and most 
difficult of human achievements. But this mockery pales in 
significance beside the alternatives to a genuine individ
uality: The eclipse of the concept of individuality as an
active process and the concrete completion of its reifica
tion, the fully particularized individual.
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