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1. Introduction
The Sixties, with the year 1968 serving as their symbolic high point, are best understood in a broader historical context, as one of a sequence of three periods of heightened idealism since World War II. These periods can be dated roughly: 1943-1950 (between World War II and the Cold War), 1960-1972 (the Sixties), 1988-1994 (usually identified with the year 1989).   
We can trace through all these periods, despite their obvious discontinuities, the development of a project of a global civic awakening (now taking form of a global civic society) in opposition to what we might call the Enlightenment Ancien Regime. It has been, and it is, a widely shared project of the awakening of human creative potential in all spheres (and not, as the overused word “creativity” might suggest, in creative writing or in arts and crafts). We create our actions, our interactions with others, our institutions and ideas, even the content of our consciousness. It is a project of making people into real agents, and not spectators or manipulated puppets. This is, or at least can be, more than a demand for freedom, autonomy and emancipation. But it presupposes and incorporates freedom, autonomy and emancipation.
 The project has taken many forms, and has had multiple theoretical formulations. In the Sixties these included theories of human potential
, critical social theory (e.g. the Frankfurt School)
, humanistic psychology (e.g. Maslow)
, philosophy of personalism (in US: Martin Luther King and others
, in Prague: Patočka and Havel
, in Cracow: Tischner and Wojtyła
). 
Much of what has been new, and much that has changed the world, in the three periods of heightened idealism since World War II can be seen as efforts to contribute to this project. It is a project unified by its commitment to develop human creative potential, but also deeply divided in its understanding of what that means. We can organize our understanding of these differences by constructing two pure types. 
For the first type, the revolutionary destruction of inherited limits is the most perfect model of creation: creation involves the rejection or destruction of what came before, a liberation from the constraints of the past, in order to create something entirely new. The project of developing human creative potential can then be seen as a generalization of the experience of revolution, directed now not simply against an oppressive state, or an oppressive economic system, but against multiple forms of oppression, institutional and cultural. Liberation occurs on many fronts, all forbidding is forbidden, all authority is subverted: the authority of the state and the firm, of the university, the school and the parent, the authority of the text. With their eyes fixed on the student revolts of the Sixties, and perhaps especially on the May 1968 events in Paris, and on the various forms of liberation that seemed to dominate the period, many identify the Sixties with this ideal type.  

This will not do. It obviously does not apply to the letter and spirit of the 1968 events in Warsaw or Prague. But this is not just a contrast of location, with the Sixties under communism different from the Sixties in the rich democratic world, and different still in the Third World. Martin Luther King and the civil rights movement do not fit this model, and neither do the other reform efforts guided by the spirit of non-violence, of a politics of truth and love, and of a commitment to the principle of equal and inviolable human dignity. The spirit of Gandhi (truth and love, satyagraha and ahimsa), or of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (invoking human dignity in its opening phrases), was very much alive in the Sixties, as it will be in 1989.
To understand the deep internal division of the spirit of the Sixties we need to articulate an alternative ideal type of what developing human creative potential means. Those whose perspectives approximate this second type do not see the elimination or the subversion of limits as the necessary prerequisite of human creative agency. Limits can be a means to enhance agency and to improve the world. And creation does not need to involve the rejection of the past, in order to replace it with the new. Creation is often a process taking place over time and thus requiring continuity and a certain form of loyalty, a civic loyalty let us call it, to what we inherit from the past.  

2. The Spirit of a Time and Place.

By spirit I mean that component of the culture of a time or a place, or a situation, which guides efforts to improve the world at that time and in that place. It is a key component of what we might call the potential for improvement contained in a situation. Of course the spirit of most times and places will be divided, as indeed it was in the 1960s. But often there will be some dominant themes we can identify. 
So, for example, we can see the political history of much of Europe between 1789 and 1848 as a struggle between the forces that defended the inherited principle of dynastic legitimacy and the forces of improvement (reform and revolution) supporting liberty and the sovereignty of nations. The latter were the primary carriers of the spirit of that period. After 1848 we see the emergence of an alternative revolutionary project, an internationalist socialist  revolution, so the spirit of that period was more deeply divided. It was also weaker and more narrowly contained. Idealism and its projects of improvement were marginalized; there were noticeably fewer revolutions in Europe after 1848. Realism and a preoccupation with survival (and hence security, and hence order) was more dominant. Illusions were contained, order reigned. Bismarck and Louis Napoleon are the representative figures of the period. Marxist revolutionary parties, and their international organization, were until 1917 a contained threat.
The subject of this paper is the spirit of the Sixties. What actually happened in the Sixties is of course a much larger and more complex topic. What actually happens in any period of history is mostly a product of accident and error; most consequences are unintended. Beyond the randomness and chaos of accidents, beyond what makes history unpredictable, what happens depends also in predictable ways on who has the guns and the wealth, and how they bring their resources to bear on human actions and events. The Warsaw Pact invaded Czechoslovakia, de Gaulle relied on the coercive apparatus of the French state to respond to the revolts we remember as “Mai ’68”. In the Sixties, as in other periods, the powerful created incentives for others, and the weak responded to those incentives. But culture, including the way people think and feel, what they are conscious of and what they believe, which projects they take seriously, and which projects they cannot even imagine, also has a powerful influence on what happens. And the Sixties are of continuing and profound interest because of the distinctive culture of that time, and especially because of the distinctive spirit of that time. 

To understand the spirit of a period, even a rather recent period like the 1960s, an attempt to see it as the people then living and acting saw it, is at best only a starting point. The Sixties were clearly a period of considerable intellectual and political confusion. So it would be better to approach the period in a manner sympathetic, but more distanced. I suggest we think of the period, as did many contemporaries as part of the beginning of a new age. But we don’t expect very articulate formulations in an early stage, and the Sixties were certainly full of the wild and the inarticulate. The spirit of a new age remains hidden both by its own novelty and by the power of the old. In any case, I shall suggest, we best interpret the Sixties as showing us a deeply divided spirit of the new age. This division has remained with us, and we would do well to understand its nature, especially today as history accelerates once again.

3. The Boundaries and Context of the Sixties.

The 1960s are a period of distinctive historical interest, but we won’t understand them, or the nature of this interest, if we are literal in our demarcation of the period. 

Since the end of World War II, periods of dominance of realism alternated with periods of dominance of idealism. When realism dominates, politics and life are mainly concerned with survival, security, and order, the world seems stable, change seems difficult. “An alternative world is possible” is not a slogan with much purchasing power. When idealism dominates, by contrast, politics and life are predominantly concerned with improvements, reforms, even occasionally revolutions. The world is full of opportunities for change, or at least appearances of such opportunities. Masses of people believe that an alternative world is possible.  The 1960s were neither the first nor the last period of idealism since World War II. They are best understood as part of a sequence of idealistic breakthroughs, a sequence that might indeed herald a “new age,” a post-Enlightenment age, or a post-modern age, or perhaps a new post-revolutionary stage of the modern transformation.
The first post World War II idealistic breakthrough can be roughly dated from 1943 to 1950. It was the period of the great hope that accompanied the ending of the war. In a few places that hope was killed early. I think of the Warsaw Uprising as the event that killed hope in Poland in 1944, for example. But elsewhere it survived longer, before finally succumbing to the realist spirit of the Cold War. This was a period of great enthusiasm for building global institutions (Bretton Woods, UN), the beginnings of the European construction in the founding of the Council of Europe, and in the Schuman Declaration beginning the long process from which emerged the European Union.  The new post-war idealism was expressed in a commitment to universal human rights founded on the principle of inviolable human dignity. The period saw also the beginning of the process of decolonization (in India and Indonesia) that would dominate so much of the global politics that followed, including the Sixties. The great controversies over the war in Vietnam, a key feature of politics of the late 1960s, cannot be understood outside this context: American efforts there could be seen all too easily not simply as an element of the Cold War, but as a continuation of colonialism. The immediate post-war period also saw the continuing expansion of the communist revolutionary idea, with the next wave of triumphs of communist revolution (China).  And during the Sixties these continuing efforts were much celebrated: Castro and Ho were the heroes of new revolutions; Mao was a hero of both the revolution of 1949 and the Great Cultural Revolution of the Sixties.  But in the 1940s  institutional inventions emerged, that would create over the decades to come a quite different democratic world, including a new form of democratic state, featuring a complex maze of administrative agencies and powerful constitutional courts, and a new type of self-limiting social movement pioneered by Gandhi. 
This first period provides a crucial and often forgotten context for the 1960s. But so does the period of idealism that followed the 1960s, which we can roughly date between 1988 and 1994. This period, which we are less likely to forget than the 1940s, featured the collapse of Communism in Europe, the collapse of the Soviet Union, the end of Cold War, the Maastricht Treaty (bringing to a new stage the development of European institutions), the collapse of the apartheid regime in South Africa, and a general wave of democratization.

In between came the Sixties. The spirit of the period began to awaken even before the opening of the decade, but became more apparent in the early 1960s: the civil rights movement in the US, the hopes aroused by the Kennedy presidency, the Vatican II Council of the Catholic Church, the Port Huron Statement as the first articulation of more radical projects of change.  The period ended sometime soon after 1972, the year which we can count as the date of birth of a newly prominent and powerful global environmental movement (with the UN Conference at Stockholm and the publication of Limits to Growth
). 
Between these early and late events we saw the massive expansion and collapse of student rebellions (in Mexico, in Poland, in Western Europe, in the US, and in many other places), the development of multiple forms of counterculture, the events surrounding May 1968 in France (much more than a student rebellion), an effort to create a socialism with a human face in Czechoslovakia and cultural revolution in China. These were the more dramatic events. Others were often less dramatic, but with more significant long term consequences. I will return below to some of them, including a Constitutional Council decision in France, and the kind of background cultural change that only survey research can reveal. The great uniting theme, I will argue, will be found in the beginning of the articulation of a project of civic creative agency and civic society. This project has become, in recent years, more fully explicit and more global. It is likely to play a prominent role in the next period of idealism, which perhaps is now beginning.
There is more continuity across these periods of aroused idealism than is immediately apparent. The theme of human dignity and human rights is continuous: from the Universal Declaration of Human Rights and the German Constitution, through the Vatican II emphasis on human dignity and the politics of civil rights, to the triumph of the idea of human rights in the 1980s, culminating in the Miracle of 1989. The theme of anti-colonialism is continuous: from India and Indonesia, through Vietnam, to the collapse of the Russian Empire in 1989. The Gandhian theme is also continuous from the Gandhian contribution to the independence of India, through Martin Luther King, to Poland’s Solidarity. In some ways, however the Sixties do stand out: the theme of the development of global institutions (prominent in the 1940s and after 1989) is submerged in the 1960s, made unimaginable by the Cold War context. But another theme is more prominent in the 1960s than in the other two periods: when the dust settled it was cultural transformation that was more important than political transformation. So the Sixties were in some sense deeper than the other periods.
4. The Spirit of the Sixties: The Project of Universal Creative Agency.

 An idealistic revolt against realism was certainly the most remarkable feature of the Sixties. We can characterize the period further by specifying more precisely both the nature of the realism that was the target, and of the idealism that was the Sixties’ distinct contribution.  The realism against which the Sixties revolted might be called an over-determined realism. It was a cultural compound whose primary concern, for individuals and institutions, was with survival, and hence with security and order or regularity. But this classic realist pattern, with its skepticism about reform, about the possibility of alternative worlds, about the illusions and imaginative fancies of the idealist, is reinforced in modern civilization by a form of rationality that favors predictability through institutions (in bureaucratic organization, and in the rule of law understood in the classic 19th century way: the Rechtsstaat as a predictable state) and through science as a form of knowledge searching for regularities in nature and in society. The realism of what we might call the Enlightenment Ancien Regime was, and is, more deeply preoccupied with order and predictability than previous Anciens Regimes might have been, based solely on their preoccupation with survival. Now social order has become more machine like (with Taylor
 and the scientific management movement pushing the envelope) and culture has come to be dominated by certified experts trained to search for and recognize regularities and nothing else.  The Ancien Regime, which was the target of the Sixties, was indeed, at least in its inspiration, a science based, machine like technocracy of the type Theodore Roszak outlined in his influential attacks on it
. It was, again at least in aspiration, the sort of ‘iron cage’ Weber warned against
.
Weber hoped for an injection of charisma into this world of bureaucracy and regimented expertise. Many others took a similar route, from the fascists turning to charismatic leaders, to Schumpeter’s Nietzscheian praise of the entrepreneur as the agent of creative destruction
. The old Enlightment project of universal emancipation reached an impass: it has turned oppressive and destructive. An alternative we can see more fully emerging in the Sixties, could be (but need not be) made continuous with the Enlightenment, but in place of the old project of universal emancipation it proposed what I call here a project of universal human creative agency. 
It was, and is, a deeply divided project: we see deep divisions between how creative agency is understood in practice, especially concerning the role of limits, and of the potential destructiveness of human creative agency, and deep theoretical divisions which put the whole project in question. The new project had its characteristic concepts and intellectual commitments: the idea of person and the philosophy of personalism, the idea of inviolable human dignity and of human rights, the various forms of humanism in theory and practice (from humanistic psychology to socialism with a human face), the idea and promotion of human potential, the notion that human beings are agents, not patients, acting and responsible subjects rather than things, but also citizens as co-creators of the world around them, and not subjects for whom loyalty means obedience.
Let us look at some details: in one of the more interesting attempts to interpret the period as a whole, James Farrell identifies the spirit of the Sixties in the US with political personalism
. A number of key figures, Martin Luther King notable among them, in fact identified themselves explicitly with the philosophy of personalism. But a vaguer personalism was also a more pervasive influence. Farrell identifies ten assumptions of this more pervasive personalism, but three constitute its core:

1. The inviolable dignity of persons

2. Focus on the poor, marginal, despised and dispossessed

3. Suspicion of formal institutions (“systems”) such as the state or the market, because of their impersonal treatment of human beings.

Among the episodes featured in the Farrell account, a prominent place belongs to the Port Huron Statement, the first manifesto of the Students for Democratic Society, more famous for its support of participatory democracy (on which more below). It declared in June 1962: “We regard men as infinitely precious and possessed of infinite capacities for reason, freedom and love… We oppose the depersonalization that reduces human beings to the status of things”
 
Not just American manifestos proclaimed the dignity of man. The Second Vatican Council of the Catholic Church was called to open the Church to the modern world and in the Pastoral Constitution on the Church in the Modern World, commonly known as Gaudium et Spes (promulgated on December 7, 1965)
 it spoke to that world in a manner whose repercussions reached far and with long term effect. A church that had fought hard against the Enlightenment and against everything it associated with the Enlightenment, including most notably liberalism and democracy, now centered its message to the secular world on human dignity and human rights. Over the following decades a wave of democratization will hit predominantly Catholic countries around the world. The contrast between Catholic and Protestant countries will disappear as a significant variable in sociologists’ and political scientists’ accounts of conditions favorable to democracy
.  And Karol Wojtyła, a personalist philosopher, whose political and moral commitments were profoundly shaped by the Vatican Council, and by Gaudium et Spes in particular
, will emerge as perhaps the most influential figure among those who contributed from below to the undoing of communism in Europe in 1989.

Wojtyła was not the only philosophical personalist whose mind was formed in the Sixties, but whose greater influence was in the collapse of communism. The Prague School of personalism included the two great figures of Charter 77, Patočka and Havel
. And the Cracow school of personalism included not just Wojtyła but also one the most influential (not about tactics, but about principles and ethics) “maître penseurs” of the Solidarity movement in Poland,  Józef Tischner
.
A more informal personalism was everywhere. In their account of what they called the “pensée ’68,” or The French Philosophy of the Sixties, Luc Ferry and Alain Renaut
 discuss critically the anti-humanist and anti-personalist theories (and anti-philosophical philosophies) of the French 60s (“the autonomy of the subject is an illusion”), but they note the paradox that the political practice of “Mai ‘68” was quite otherwise: “…is it not true (they write) that a closer look reveals one of the leitmotifs of May to be the defense of the person against ‘the system’?... we see the repeated insistence that ‘the gears of the system’ be uncovered so as to accuse the system of transforming individuals into ‘cogs in the wheels that guarantee society’s functioning’
. 
In the East a Marxist humanist such as Leszek Kołakowski would ridicule the scientistic pretensions of the Marxist-Leninists in power, and would turn for inspiration to an earlier Marxism more explicit in its normative commitments to the full development of human creative potential. And the Czechs and the Slovaks attempted to put into practice a more humanistic, less hierarchical and bureaucratic, form of socialism.

For some, the key to understanding the Sixties, especially in the US, was the growth of the human potential movement. Even the New Left, writes Joyce Milton
 is best understood as a branch of that movement. The great theorist of the human potential movement, Abraham Maslow
, developed a humanistic psychology, which distinguishes deficiency needs, concerned primarily with survival, from growth needs and the need for self-actualization, the maximization of human creative potential. The later surveys of Ronald Inglehart
  suggest that this Maslovian distinction may be the key to our understanding of the cultural transformation, for which the great political and cultural turmoil of the Sixties may have been merely an external manifestation.
The underlying more pervasive, but less articulate, cultural shift began to be studied systematically in the late 1960s by Ronald Inglehart. Drawing on the work of Maslow he developed a scale that captured well this fundamental theme of the Sixties. Inglehart called it the Post-materialist Values Index, but that may be a bit of a misnomer. Respondents were asked (and are still being asked, in more and more countries): “What should be the most important aims for this country in the next 10 years?” To be counted a materialist you needed to rank highly the following: maintaining a high level of economic growth, making sure the country has strong defense forces, maintaining order in the nation, fighting rising prices, a stable economy and the fight against crime. To be counted a post-materialist, by contrast,  you needed to rank highly: seeing that people have more to say about how things are done at their jobs and in their communities,  giving people more say in important government decisions, protecting freedom of speech, progress toward a less impersonal and more human society, and progress toward a society in which ideas count more than money
.

The scale seems not to have that much to do with materialism, but it captures rather nicely the fundamental conflict of the Sixties. On one side the realists concerned with survival and security, and hence with stability, machine-like predictability, and order. On the other side idealists (Post-materialist idealists? Perhaps, but certainly “post-realist.”) committed above all to promote the project of human creative agency, both individual and collective.
The central theme of the Sixties, then, from Vatican II to the radical students in France in May, or to the emerging opposition to Communism in East Central Europe was the defense  and promotion of human creative agency understood in a multiplicity of ways: human dignity, the person as a creative agent (and not an object to be manipulated and made predictable), or human potential as a potential for creativity. It was in part a protest against science-inspired institutional arrangements (the technocracy that was the enemy identified by Roszak). In part it was also a revolt against the science behind those institutions, and the Enlightenment spirit inspired by this science. It was, in short, a protest against modern forms of technocratic realism. 

5. The Divisive Issue of Limits
The Sixties are puzzling in part because they seem so incoherent. There was turmoil, and there were efforts to reform, almost everywhere in the world. But the efforts seem not to have much in common. As I suggested above I do think there was a unifying theme of fundamental importance: the project of universal human creative agency. But the divisions were deep, and they continue to be deep. On the surface we find obvious contrasts between the early Sixties (Martin Luther King and the civil rights movement in the US, or Vatican II in the Catholic Church) and the late Sixties (May ’68 in France, student rebellion everywhere, the wild counterculture, women’s liberation, gay liberation, and even liberation theology in the Catholic Church), and equally obvious geographic contrasts, between the revolts of 1968 in Poland and Czechoslovakia, in Mexico, or in the rich countries of Western Europe and North America. 
But each period and region were internally divided. We remember France in 1968 with its wild near-revolution, and its imaginative slogans scribbled in the streets: “It is forbidden to forbid”. After May, France’s institutions were only marginally changed.  But three years later, without much fanfare, the Constitutional Council of France laid the groundwork for a truly profound transformation of the nature of French democracy by deciding a case invoking the 1789 Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen as if it were enforceable law, and thus making it enforceable law
. In France of all places, the very France whose Grand Revolution was directed in part against the government by judges, the new form of democracy with a constitutional court enforcing human rights was at hand. The judges (or close to it) were taking power. This was late Sixties, in the rich West, but here was the Council overturning a decision of a democratically elected legislature. It had the flimsiest legal grounds: the Declaration was mentioned in the Preamble of the 1958 and 1946 French Constitutions, but no one in their right mind thinks of constitutional preambles as enforceable law. It did have a firmer grounding in principle, and in the new notions spreading around the world of the sovereignty of human rights, based on inviolable human dignity. 
And in the U.S., we found both a self- limiting movement in favor of human rights (or civil rights) and the wild counterculture, or the sometimes violent politics of the end of the decade. The divide was neither geographic nor temporal. There were then, as there are now, deep divisions in how the project of human creative agency is to be understood. And perhaps the deepest divisions concerned the issue of limits and constraints. On one view, limits and constraints are the enemies of creative capacity: they must be escaped, rejected, eliminated or smashed. On the other view, limits need to be creatively engaged. Some limits ought to be eliminated, others softened and pushed against. But some limits are also required for human creative agency. We ought to create and discover new and better limits.
 We can identify two pure ideal types, two extremes of a spectrum of creative agency. In the first ideal type, revolution is perhaps the best exemplar of human creative agency, and limits are nothing but an enemy of creativity. Here we celebrate liberation of every kind, understanding it as the lifting of as many constraints as possible. We celebrate also, and promote, the revolutionary spirit, taking it beyond the narrow understanding of revolution inherited from the 19th century. Revolution need not be directed only against the state or against the capitalist system (“smash private property”), it can and should be directed against all power, and all sources of oppression, which are now seen to be more varied and pervasive, cultural as well as political and economic, encroaching deeper into human minds. Oppressive power is everywhere, and must be smashed everywhere. It distorts not only what we do, but also the content of our beliefs and of our consciousness. We recognize this ideal type above all among the students who took to the streets in Paris, and in other French cities, in May 1968. But certainly also in the student revolts elsewhere in the West.
The second ideal type shares with the first a commitment to pluralism, to a decentralized awakening of human creativity, including a political creativity (both intellectual and institutional). It is another formulation of the project of universal human creative agency, supporting a general civic awakening. But within this second type, revolution is not the ultimate in human political creativity. It embodies instead the potential for destructiveness, the dangerous underside of human creativity. The engines of history are not revolutions, but as Gandhi would suggest, renewals and renaissances. 

We find some of the best examples of this type either early in the Sixties, or in the Communist world:  Vatican II, the civil rights movement in the US, the emerging reform and opposition movements under Communism. But the transformation of the French political regime by the Constitutional Council I have described above, or the environmentalist movement (with its strong theme of civilizational self-limitation), or the turn to the sacred within the counterculture, also belong here. 

Creation, according to the first ideal type involves the escape from, or the destruction of, some limits, constraints or distortions. Creation, according to the second ideal type, requires us in addition to preserve some limits, but also to seek and discover them, to take on some burden or limit. The elimination of some imposed limits and constraints is just one aspect of what is involved in creative agency. Limits are also limits and foundations of creation. And creation is in part discovery (of the requirements of this burden, and its potential). 
What are these self-imposed limits or burdens? We can identify here, during the Sixties and since, at least three distinct lines of thought. According to the first variant the limit is a commitment to a universal principle of equal and inviolable human dignity. It is formulated abstractly in Gaudium et Spes, and in preambles to various human rights treaties and to constitutions.  Within such treaties and constitutions  it is also translated into enforceable provisions. And it is the basis and guiding ideal of many self-limiting social movements.
According to the second variant the limit is a commitment to a responsibility for the world
, to stewardship for the world, or to a morality of care generalized. Such a self-limiting spirit of stewardship for the world would emerge as the guiding light of the environmental movement, as a “cardinal virtue of ecological economics.”
 It will also emerge in the later struggles of an emerging civic society against communism. The civicness of this civic society did not depend on an idea of citizenship as a form of membership in the state, and it was not a way of bringing new energy to existing democracy. It was, and is, based rather in this obligation to stewardship. 
Finally, for the third variant, the limit that enhances the creative potential of humanity is found in the sacred. The spirit for the New Age centers for many on a new seriousness about the sacred, though not a new seriousness about religious hierarchy, or religious authority and religious institutions. Even for participants of Vatican II, that profound transformative event of the early Sixties, the event was a triumph of the (Holy) Spirit over the (Vatican) hierarchy
. But the most representative contemporary expression of the view that takes the sacred as a creativity enhancing limit can be found not in Vatican II documents, but in the popular works of Theodore Roszak, especially Where the Wasteland Ends, subtitled Politics and Transcendence in Post-Industrial Society
.
It is a book about the sacred dimension of political life, about the energy that a reconnection to the sacred will bring to “the next politics”
. It is an effort to “work out the political meaning of William Blake’s prophetic poems”
, and to reconnect with the sacred as the great source of human creative potential, and hence of all culture. Roszak concludes: 
…there is another progress… It goes by many names. St. Bonaventura called it “the journey of the mind to God, ” the Buddha called it the eightfold path, Lao Tzu called it finding “the Way.” The way back. To the source from which the adventure of human culture takes its beginning. It is this progress which the good society exists to facilitate for all its members.

The language and formulation belongs clearly to the New Age spirituality of the Sixties, but the underlying thought bears an uncanny resemblance to Weber’s hope of a charismatic break in the iron cage of modernity.

6. The Divided Idea of Democracy
The two ideal types of the project of universal creative human agency mark for us a kind of ideological triangle (one realism, two forms of idealism) which helps us understand the struggles of the Sixties, and more generally the struggles of the emerging forms of idealism in the period since World War II. It is worth going deeper into various aspects of this ideological triangle. Consider first the struggle over the nature of democracy. 
There is a family of conceptions of democracy we might well call realist, and it flourished between World War II and the explosion of idealism of the Sixties: Schumpeter’s notion of democracy as competition of elites, Popper’s notion of democracy as open society, or various versions of democracy as interest group pluralism. The idealist project of the Sixties presents us with an alternative we might call democracy as collective creative agency. Our two ideal types, however, have distinctive notions of collective human creative agency. 
In the first ideal type the goal is unlimited collective creative agency: the people participate directly in government. The goal is participatory democracy, as it was formulated and extensively practiced in the political movements of the left in the Sixties. Many contemporary deliberative democrats and strong democrats are direct descendants of this aspiration. For them, the more direct the participation the better, and the only legitimate restraints on such a procedure are those required for the procedure itself to be sustained and to flourish. The institutions of democracy must give maximum role to direct democracy, with the least possible reliance on formal expertise in any form. There is no room for enforcement of human rights beyond that, or for delegation of powers, or for specialized agencies, or for traditional constitutionalism, with its separation of powers, or checks and balances. 
It is a conception of democracy the Jacobin law-makers of the French Revolution would easily recognize: they insisted on the dominance of legislative assembly in all government functions, and on frequent elections. The ideas of strong democracy, participatory democracy and deliberative democracy can be seen as direct descendants of these political conceptions of the French Revolution.

The second ideal type of democracy as collective creative agency has been less prominent in the manifestoes of the Sixties, but it made serious strides in the political practice. According to this alternative the creative agency of the people ought to be restrained above all by the principle of the equality and inviolability of human dignity and human rights. And these restraints go well beyond what would be required for democratic procedures to be sustained.  Collective creative agency ought also be restrained by the requirements of effectiveness and efficiency. The characteristic institutions of this idea of democracy are the constitutional court, the specialized independent agency (such as a Central Bank), or a participatory self-limiting social movement of the kind Martin Luther King led. There is room for direct democracy, but participation is self-restrained, and balanced against institutional embodiments of impartial principle and simple efficiency. 
7. The Divided Idea of Theory

In the sphere of theory we also see an ideological triangle, with roughly the same issues dividing the parties (though admittedly the theoretical divisions do not map neatly into practical ones). There is on one side what for Horkheimer was traditional theory
 and for Maslow “mechanistic science,”
 identified by a straightforward search for order and regularity in human behavior as in nature. The theories serving the project of human creative agency do not necessarily reject these forms of science (though some do), but they search for an alternative.
Again two ideal types suggest themselves. The first is captured well in Ferry and Renaut’s  “four essential characteristics of the philosophy of ‘68” (they have only France in mind):

a. The theme of the end of philosophy, expressed mostly by philosophers: The tradition from Plato to Hegel is dead. 

b. The paradigm of genealogy, or of pure critique of ideology: Conscious discourse is to be treated as a symptom. Interpretation must follow what Ricoeur has called the “hermeneutics of suspicion.”
c. The disintegration of the idea of truth. The ideas of truth as correspondence to reality, or of truth as coherence are unsustainable. All beliefs are in one way or another ideological. So we also have:
d. The historicizing of categories, and the end of any reference to the universal
.

The overarching theoretical goal is the smashing of illusions. Illusions of religion have been replaced by the illusions of Enlightenment, but the 20th century reveals those too to be allies and instruments of tyranny, oppression and exploitation. Human actions, human beliefs and the content of human consciousness ought to be revealed as a product of class oppression, or of animal impulses of the Id. Marx and Freud are in the Sixties still the most authoritative guides to the reality behind the illusions. But increasingly we see also the influence of Nietzsche, as well as that of more pedestrian but perhaps more reliable evidence of empirical social science. Human actions, beliefs and the content of human consciousness must be seen more generally as a product of human structures of power, of structure of mutual influencing and interaction. The autonomous human subject of the kind Enlightenment philosophers thought they glimpsed before their eyes is a myth and an illusion, and so are the ideas of truth and universality.

Ferry and Renaut focus their attention on French thinkers: Foucault, Derrida, Bourdieu and Althusser, Lacan, but the tendency they describe is not limited to France. Still the most influential intellectual figures do not belong in this group. Who might they be? People like Marcuse and other critical social theorists from the Frankfurt School (Horkheimer, Adorno, Fromm). But also, especially in the US, Abraham Maslow and the humanistic psychologists of the Third Force, neither behavioral nor Freudian. So we need to construct a second ideal type.

Here too the theme of the end of philosophy is strong. It will reach even American political philosophy, whose great revival is certainly one of the more interesting intellectual events of the Sixties (Rawls’s A Theory of Justice was published in 1971, and written roughly in the decade before). Rawls will turn out to be one of the many philosophers trying to escape philosophy in a philosophical way. Especially in his later writings he insists we abandon philosophical conceptions of justice in favor of political ones.
For non-philosophers the issue of the death of philosophy may not appear quite so urgent (especially as we notice the damn thing keeps coming back to life). But philosophers seem to think philosophy is dying whenever some set of questions is ready to be transferred to other disciplines. And this does affect non-philosophers. So for example to answer a broad range of normative questions, which used to be widely regarded as philosophical, perhaps we now need a humanistic psychology (as Maslow thought) or a critical social theory that is loosely a continuation of Marxism. And we then don’t need philosophy for this purpose. 
This second ideal type of theory certainly distinguishes itself from the Enlightenment tradition, and from philosophy, by taking seriously the genealogical paradigm, or critique of ideology, or the hermeneutics of suspicion, or (in the case of Maslow) both Freudian and behavioral psychology. But theory practiced in accordance with this second ideal type is not content with a hermeneutics of suspicion.
 Within an account of how power distorts actions, beliefs and consciousness it embeds (or at least attempts to embed) some account of human potential or of social potential. This is emphatically the case with Maslow. It is also in principle the case with the critical social theorists of the Frankfurt School, although admittedly some seem to see remarkably little social potential in the realities of “late capitalism” as they see it. 
Theories according to this second view are not simply instruments for the smashing of oppressive illusions. They aim to provide, according to one possible formulation, the rational reconstruction of the conditions of possibility of human emancipation, or perhaps of human creative agency. Theories must be constrained, if I may put it this way, by the truth of human potential, or of social potential. Both truth, in some sense, and aspiration to universality, seem to be significant constraints on theory.
The theories we need, according to this second view, are distinct from Horkheimer’s “traditional theory” or Maslow’s “mechanistic science.” They do more than search for regularities and order in nature, or human action, or society. They search for the potential of the social situation or of the person. 

If human actions, beliefs, and the content of human consciousness are products of the structures of mutual influences within which we operate, then creative human agency may still be saved, if we find that those structures themselves are created and recreated by human agents. We may be ruled by them, as the various critiques of ideology suggest, but we also rule them. We are in this way, with respect to the structures of influence that govern who we are, the sort of agents that fit perfectly Aristotle’s definition of a citizen
. We both rule and are ruled.
In the civic spirit we can also reconstruct the goal of the search for truth, which the Ferry-Renaut ideal type of theory abandons. It will not be governed by truth as coherence or truth as correspondence to reality, nor even by the idea of truth as what we would ultimately agree on after appropriate deliberation. To seek truth in the choice of our beliefs would be rather to overcome distortions, partiality, and other impediments (through deliberation, observation, experimentation, and so on) in the service of loyalty to reality.

How can our beliefs be loyal to reality? First, they ought to obey it: we ought to accept the answers reality gives to our questions. In some contexts it may be enough to say with Tarski that: “Snow is white” is true if and only if snow is white
. But in empirical contexts this would underestimate the difficulty of obeying reality in our beliefs. It might be less misleading to say: “Snow is white” is true if and only if the answer to the question “Is snow white?” is “yes.” Some questions reality does not answer at all, others it answers ambiguously. Some it answers quite clearly, but they are still our questions, formulated in our language, reflecting our concepts and our thinking. So obedience to reality does not require the impossible: we do not need to gain some sort of direct access to reality itself, more direct than searching for answers to our questions. But loyalty to reality does require more, on a different dimension.  

If our beliefs obey reality, we are ruled by it, we are its subjects not its citizens. A civic loyalty to reality would be different: we would be ruled by it, but also rule it. And in some spheres this appears entirely possible (unless you really do reject all possibility of creative agency), because in some spheres human beings really are creative agents, really are co-creators of reality.  Civic loyalty to reality would require that our beliefs obey reality, to be sure. But it would also require that our beliefs help improve reality. This, I take it, was (and is) the aspiration of the various efforts to build theories of human and social potential.  

The second ideal type of theory allows for a serious dose of suspicion, but it sees a hermeneutics of suspicion, when practiced by itself, as destructive of the hope and love that are also sources of the strength of human creative capacity. A hermeneutics of creation must, if you like, balance suspicion (identifying distortions, and the instrumental use of beliefs and ideas as well as institutions), and charity (making those beliefs and institutions the best they can be, in the well known slogan)

Traditional theory, in natural science and in social science, aims to identify and explain regularities, and hence among other things it aims to predict. A different type of theory would be more appropriate for a new age emerging in the spirit of the Sixties. It would aim, in a somewhat Kantian sounding formulation, to identify and articulate (and hence to make easier to teach), or “rationally reconstruct,” the conditions of possibility of human creation. But the contrast between the possible and the impossible is too stark to be useful for practical purposes. Let us say better that the theory of the new type identifies factors that make human creative agency easier. It does not aim to predict what will happen in a situation, or in the world more generally. It tells us what will make creation and improvement of the situation (or of the world more generally) easier.
8. Divided Self-Understanding of the Sixties
The different forms of the project of creative human agency are also likely to understand the events of the Sixties differently. For those attracted to our first ideal type, it is natural to ask (and people did)
: Was 1968 a new 1917? Or 1905? Or perhaps 1848? In short: which other revolution is the closest model? For those attracted to our second ideal type, it is less clear what to ask. For this ideal type we need a different account of the larger patterns of history, which does not see revolutions as the locomotives of history. So we are not inclined to see in the Sixties more revolutions. The striking facts of 1968 seem to be distinctly non-revolutionary. There was no revolution in France, though everything was there to have one. It was a revolution that did not happen. And meanwhile in the East the idea of communist revolution as a vehicle for human idealism died as the tanks of Warsaw Pact forces rolled into Czechoslovakia. 
What we see in the Sixties is a groping toward a new program of intellectual and cultural change, and toward a program of institutional change, but a groping very much in the dark (with a great deal of confusion, seemingly random changes of position, and a great deal of immature silliness). We find much violent revolutionary rhetoric, and some serious revolutionary violence (truly massive in China). But there is no mistaking the fact that in the end the idea of revolution must either be deeply reformulated (the preference of those closer to the first ideal type), or abandoned. 
Perhaps we see here the early creative struggles toward the next stage of the modern transformation. We should then recalibrate our analogies.  The Enlightenment program emerged with some clarity in England in the years 1686-89, when Newton and Locke published their path breaking works, and England established a new kind of political regime in its Glorious Revolution. The Enlightenment, the philosophes and the American and French Revolutions followed. If we are beginning a new stage of the modern transformation, we find ourselves before the period of clarification that would be analogous to 1686-89. To find an analogue to the 1960s we need some period of temporary but confused idealism in the midst of the 17th century (forget about 1848, or 1905, or 1917), a period when hope began to take shape, but in wild and incoherent forms. In some ways we can see in the 1960s similarity to that odd sequence of enthusiasms across Europe mostly between 1612 and 1620 (the battle of White Mountain), which Frances Yates, its most prominent chronicler, called the Rosicrucian Enlightenment
. 
Such were the Sixties: confused, inarticulate, wild and dangerous, full of undirected idealism, and deeply divided. But when seen in the context of what came before and what came after, they were also a period of intense cultural transformation crucial in the development of the new project of creative and civic agency, a slowly emerging answer to the compound of symptoms Max Weber identified as the “iron cage” of modernity.  
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