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Speculate en the followlng: A. N, VWhitehead mokes 2
digtinction between modern and clzesical civilizaticrs
on the basls of their relationship to the auestion of
slavery and personal freedom. Do you see the Renaise
sance, with all its dependence on classical antiouity,
as nonetheless furthering western man's strugele for
personal freedom?

Questicnh posed by Dr. Lswrence

Frederick Bartiihg
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The thesis ef fhis escuy is, that the Rénaissance furthered mants strug-
"gle for freedem, and I have used ms the principal argument, the observa-
tion ef A. N. Whitehead who maintained that thc Renaissance was dependent

upen classical civilization. Although Whitehead believed that modern and

classical civilizations are to be distinguished en the basis ef their respect
ive relationship teo the gusstion of slavery and #uman freedom, I will argue
that Western man's strugegle for fresdem wss sdvanced by the Renalssance's
gregt dapendgnce upen classical antiguity.

Whitehesd's beok, Adventure in Ideazs, stresses the impertance ef the

histery of ideas anartheir mutations in the 1ife of humanity. The histery
ef ideas, Whitehezad maintsinsg, is deminated by =& dichetem&, what the
Greeks called "compulsisn! or vielence -~ a set of coensciously formulated
idgais set at edds with the inherited verities and sncestral pleties under

' gi}ding-a particular civilization. Whitehead wishes te demenstirate the
deenture of & great idea, o new eiement in the histery of 1ldeas. . wusi
_trg%sversed threugh many mutatiens in the histery of culture and led te
meéeén Western civilizatien. rThe eséential idea is ths Gresk beli@f in
the greatness of the human soul and the slsw evelubien ef the idea in the
rise of Western civilizatian. It is>“the stery of the translatien of the
Greek meiaphysical specula%ions interfhe socieloeglcal concept of human-
freedaﬁ.“{jl) Thé Greek idea wag the a:talyst that started the cultural
ferment within Eurepean culture.

However, this grest concept, Whitéhead netes, enters "into reaiity with
evil ssseclstes, and wilth disgusting alllances. But the greatﬁess remains,
nerving £hé race in its slow ascent."(26) The right of & human being as
bumen had a checkered career znd did not triumph until, in Whitchead's view,
the ninstesath century. Classical civilization is remarkable, for two facis,
firat, that for = thousand years of classigal civilizatiénvto be‘civilized

was to be & slave owner, and sccondly. when slavery ceased, the civilization
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saved iteelf from slave insurrectiorn by being “the first peried which intrédﬁced
meral principlez, ferming an @ffactive eriticlism ef the whele system.® Athenian
patricians humanized the inétitutien, and later Latin Stelcs insisted on the
essential rights of slaves ms humans. The institution itseif remeined intagﬁ
and the secial system, dependent upen slavery, pretected itself threugh the:frina
ciple of criticism ef slavery and the centinual fostering ef.man's essential
- humanity. "In this way the conception of the dignity of humen nature was quietly‘
emerging.,..a werthy mefal ferce....It was the first light e¢f the dawn of s new
erder of 1life." VWhitehesd had initi=l piaise for the Middle Ages for it cuiti—
vated the wertﬁ sf the 1§iﬁvidual, but when the church institutionalized and
feudalism srese. ths culiure asssumed unteward ideas. The'great CGlassicsl
idezl 6f the human seul znd the essentisl dignity of man were agsin alligned
with-evii ferces. | '

Whifehéad. in his discussion, passes the Renaissance witheut reference;

and takes up his argument again witk the fnlightenment. He sdates: “The nexi

regurgence of the netien ef the essentisl greatness ef the human seul 1s asseciated

&ithjthé scepticel humsnitarianism &f the eightesnth century. We have arrivaé‘
at.the Age ef Reasen and the Rights of Man.® We weuld argue that the Renaie~
sance must ﬁa seen as that parieg‘which brought te light the full implicatiens
ef claﬁsicél antiguity and its "cencept ef human freedsm....and the essential
graaﬁness sf the humsn seul..." Withszut the humanist study ef classlcal anfie
quity-the final legacy ef the classical view of man weuld not have been unce—.
vered. Withsult this diécQVéry the Enlighterment weuld secem impessible. A
briefrperugal of the nature ef Renaiessnce civilizatien is in erder. First,
an iﬁitigl histeriegraphical survey ef what the Reaaigsancg was; secsndlj.
what its velues wers: and, finally. hew thelhumanist'studies sf the classics
eng@urég&d Renaissance beliefs in the naturs of man and festéred tthe Greek
retaphysical speculatiens (en the) concept of human frceﬁem.”

The Renazissance was essentisily patricisa, elitist, and nevw -pidalis.
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claes in erientatien. In ne seanse were their beliefs widespread in the vridér cen—
text &f a decaying feudal ahd ;ural culture. The Renalsgsuce man, hewevér;.
emerged in the new tewns and cities. Yet the Rennissance emphasis en persenal
freeden, i£§ strictures agminst the church, its attzck wpen schelssticism.and
hierarchy, ite festering ef & persenal and practical plety were catalytic

ldeas that eventuazlly filtered threugh Eureopean seciety and made the Enlightenment
. pessibvle. Finally, in tha‘nineteemth century with the rise of the ceommen man,
nthe.cenceptian ef the brotherhesd of man snd the importance of men (became)

a vivid reality.¥% They had preduced the final effective4farcg whiéh here-

after, Whitehead argues,.“madc.éla§ery impassible’ameng pregressive réaces....

But ths intellectu=l erigins of the msvement iz te be traéed'back fer more ‘than
twe theusand yéara:ta the gpeculations ef the phil@éaphialareeka upsn the fund=
tiens ef the human seul, and.lts ?tqtus in a world ef flux."(32) Witheut the
Renaisgance, 1 argué, furtharing thig ides ameng an emerging middle class,

the eutcome wsuld seem impsssible,

The medern cencept of the Renaismance was fofmulatéd by Jaceb Burckhardt's

masterful synthesis published ir 1860, The Ciwviligstion of the Renaissance in

‘ggggx. The cencept of rebirth after centuries of medleval darkness eriginated,
te = degree, in the Renaissance itself dn materiel furnished by the humsnists
which leént itself to o scheme of perisdization in histery. The Italisn human-
istg knew they were living in an sge of cultural revival, but their swsreness
of what was nsw was limited to classical literature and the fine arts. Later
generations, trained 1n.tha'c1assics. adepted the threefold periodisatien of
hisiory common in Western histery today. Burckhardt built upen that tradition
in hig original magterpiece. His work is disﬁuxable amnng'historiegrayhers.
apd the debate between propenents and critics ef  Burckhardt contipués. Burck-

'ha;dt*s view, simply stated, insists that the Renaissance wadg the birtk of medern

culture,




whe
- Burckhardt's thesis is well-knewn. :The classic is divided inte six parts
- ‘snd treats feurteenth th'sixteénth century Ital; from varisus vantage poeints.
' The fi?st part treate ths struggle between pepes and emperors, and sess ths
Renaissance in Itsly as the emergence of the Eu}@pean state, fres te fellew
its ewn inclinatiens. The state 1s a work ef art characterized by political
activity, and the mergence of a new type-ef individual whe must depend'on his
own ressurces to serve hig ends. - "The Development of the Individual,® the key te
Burckhardt's sytheesls. resulted from thé feregoing poelitical cenditiens. The
third sectlen desls with ths "Revival ef Antiquity,“.the trebirth' which sume
up the whele peried. The influence of the classics, Burckhardt felt, shaped
ir many ways the ers, but wss net {dolated frem the c@ré éf the,ﬁenaissance;
It had te be coupled with the Velkeeist ef the people. '3ath were inextricsbly
. intertwined te pfeduce.médernity. The hupani&t, tﬁe classical schalaﬁ, ig-
ebserved in the societi which.was~marked byiindividualism and secularity.

- The re%t of Buréknardt's treatment is an anélysig ¢f the manpner la which
the-firsé three facters affected ether facets of 1ifé. "The Discevery ef the -
Werd'ef Man," the fsurth section, desls with physiesl sciches, ﬁatura}:pe&uty,
‘and the discevery of the human persomality as delineated in the literature ef
the_age. The individusl is =gain emphasized. fSeciety and Festivals,® the £ifth
sectién, places men in his secial milieu;;mingling as & bu;gher 6T 2 noeble @a-
equzl .terms in an urban éulture based upon wealth, and net sccistr pesitien.

Man achieves thraﬁgh ﬁersenal worth. Secisl interceurse is free and itseli
becemes a werk ef art.r‘In *Morality and Religion," the last sectien, Burck-
hardy becameg semewhat condemnalery and sees Itzly in meral crigis with@ut'
meral restraints. Partly i1t wss the fault of tﬁe church and it's reverence
fer pagan entiguity, but'm@stly he attributes it te individuvalism thai made
the Renais;énce in ££$1§ the beginning of the medern wérld.

Doss Burckhardt's treatment stand the test of histcfingraphic qriticism?

The Renaissance in Historical Thought: Five Conturies sf Interpretstion, by




¥allace K. Fergusén, is an aitempt te work toward the solution of 3 new syﬂthesis.
Fergusen contends that Burckhardtte treétment sf the Renalssance was itee static=

and toe limlted in space and time, that it was eusentialty s mevement of the
upper classes, restricted primarily to Italy, and that irdiviuslism was over-
stated. Yet when Fergusen comes teo his cenclusion after seme 400 pages, he
reasens that Jaceb Burcxhardt was net far aff base, but thet the age sheuld be
seen ag enc of tranéitian. He auggesﬁs a-compremise selution, namely, "a sys—
tematic =nslysis bﬁtb 6f the essential differences between medieval and medern
civilization and whsat was peculiar te the trasitiocnal sge iéself.(39l)“ The
petiedic concept camnet, Fergusen states, be abandened‘—’gemethiné did happen
in the Renaissance and esach age must be appreached with a jeint of view, since
fecal peints of an age need net be universally the characteristic.@f an age,
Every ags isva centinuum ef the pzst, and with the future. The histerian is
bmugd.~in'fiﬁal adalysis, “to use kis best Judgmmnﬁ in deciding at what peinu ;
the halance ef mare er less reaches g peint ef equilihrium, (397" Hens Baren,
 “in snswering Fergusen and his ebjéctien that Burckhardt placeg the RBenaissance
tee late beczuge Italisp merchentment, as individualists, wére glready at their'
zenith abeut 1300, states in rebuttal: |
Burckhard$, writing in the mid-nineteenth century, when centemperary
culture was kesnly individuslistic and had a streng zesthetic nets,
could discern in Renaissance Italy snly the protetype and exemplar of
these medern attitudes. The Sreatness of his work, indeed, derived
from his pewer {o establish the traits wheich he was first te note

se permanently snd with se lavish & mass of seurces that Die Kultur
der Benzaissance in Itslien will remsin the Benaissanc° as “far as the

Renaissance was an age of individuslism.

G. P. V. Akrcg# afilrmn in "The Renalssance Reconsider ed“ that: "The Renzaigsance

did net hzppsn, yet there was the Renaissance. Nei discreetly as an iselated
phenemenoé, but imperceptibly it came inte being, jusﬁ 88 one phaée cf the nmeen
.succeeds ancthér, itself vening, te give way te évthird.“

Tt is cemmon knowledge that tue Repazissance ideals gp;ead to the "Barbar-
jens® acrose the Alpe -ameng the rising town burghér clsss and scheiars in

Francs, Gérmany,rﬁnglﬁni. Hollawd, aund cvlminated ilu Ghrisliasn Huwsanlipgm. It
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remains eur task, then, %o seé if, occsrding te Whitehead's thesis, the Renais~ B
sapce 1deals, with all their dependance wpen classelcal antigquity, furthered men's
strpggle fer perseral freedem by rediscevering, or unceveriﬁg fer W@stern cil~
ture the Greek value ef the huwan ééul* and the eesential dignity ef the indivi-
dual man.

Lord Acten-wrcte meny yezrs ago, in 1906, that "aext té the discevery of
fthe New World the recovery ef the ancient .world is the second landmsrk that divides
‘us frem the Middle Ag;s and marke the transitien te modern 1life.® This state-
ment is true in the sense that the humanists rediscevered tﬁe cizsszsieal vaiue‘
placed up@ﬁ men in his ipdividual uniguensss. A fascinating, prefeund; but

:ezceedingly difficult work was written relevant te this theme and is titled,

The Classgical Heritzagé and Its Beneficisries: Frem the Carelingian Age te the

Eng ef the Renzissance, We are indebted te it's nuther, R. K. Belgar. Balgsr's

thesis maintains that from the age ¢f Charlemagne to the end of the Renalssance
sach zgs =deptad certain slements of the clasgical heritage that were cenducive

ite~ﬁhe slew rise of Western civilissition. .The Renaissance generatien of human~
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ists finally exhausted the teaching petential of that heritage when 1t redls-

st

cevered the essential classical velue of the individual in his persenal unigue-

ness. During the eighth century a Letin grammer curriculum was established te

foster education and banish ignorance. ' The ninth century used Latin fer tke

o

church and the art of writilng; the quest for knewledge fléurished. The tenth

and elevenﬁh ceﬁturies used the ciassigs egsentially for legal and medical infor-
mation. Scholastics ef the-twelfth century basieally neglected the classics

with their thecloglcal endeavers, In the'fifteénth ceptury, develepment ef

classicel studies occurred, when the rising Italinn cities grafted 3vrantine

Greek and ite cultural heritsge to Westera knouledge, and ¥uncovered the last

secrets of the classical heritage.? “Ihe Renaissance,® Bolgar continues, © !
. . S
n classical poetry, bislery, and

[

reveales 1o an amared world those elements

speculation that bore en the persepal 1ifc. Humnpisa bzcame squated




the free and full development of the individual® "(382, underlining mine).

Bolgar sees two fundamental elements in the Renaissance contribution. -

First, the nesthetic and the personal, and secondly, a preoccupation with form

and the development of the personality. The humanisis of the Renajssance altered

their attention, from the traditional concern for logic and rhetoric, typical
of scholasticism and earlier humanism to the more fruitful practice of imita-
tion of the classics. The nature of thought patterns changed, and there was an

gttempt to rival each type of classical literary genre. The interplay of per-

sonal experience and literary feorm with art*Suic expression proved inexhaustible.

Great attention to detail by.imltatlng the classics gave solutions to personal

problems that vexed the artist. The cultural interests of the humanist, "the

second string in the Humanist bow," was the preoccupation of form and the devel-

opment of personality. This-led to s deepening of culture. "We have antiguity
to thank,® Bolgar concludes, "that our culture includes these many variations

on the Rumanist outlook wnich takes the individual as its final couri of appesi

and envissges him as =z responsible being face to face with an independent and

often recalcitrant environment! ' (385, underscoring mine). =
‘Since historical narrative is to be kept to a minimum, I have.observed

that the 81mplest, clesrest preeentation of humanist study in Italy is found

in,Wallace K. Ferguson's, The Renaissance (pp. 73-83). The humanists' use of

the classics is traced from Petrarch (1304-1374) to the middle of the f teentn
century, when the possibilities of the classics were exhsusted and the verna-
cular came into vogue. 'Ferguson gstressed the new independent, secular approach
that freed itself from medieval convéntions. Laymen sought 2 broad and more
_human culture that accentuated forms of "literature that houﬁd comb1ne AaeS—
thetic form with their own woridlv and non feudasl society.® Human interest

and unacademic philoscphy concerned 1t§elf with man snd his ethical problems
and not @etaphysical abstractions, They learned to diﬁﬂ\ s classics, h?siory‘

politics, society, wm=p, and nature “from a worldly pn. nt of view. The lay
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Humanist had arrived. ' -

Humanism in the Hortih was.fully matured.bg 1530. As summarized by Fergu-
son {pp. 116-128), humanism in the north followed two lines of development,
one seéular, the cther religious; yet neither felt a conflﬁct between thelr
interest in the ‘secular aspects of the classics and their Christian piety.

The Christisn Humanists believed in a mystiec, sécular piety'and ethics that
eschewed decadent scholasticism. . The key figure is, of course, Erasmus, who
delighted through wit to seek the weak'points in the institutions of the day,
and whose "Philispphis Christi" was the embrace of a simple ethic of brotherly
love - a personal ethic devoia of doctrinal subtlety.

Thus, not only Italisn Humanism of the Italian Renalssance but'ﬁhe Christ-
izn Humanism d?tthe northern Benais;ance emphasized the personal in essential'
" revolt against médievalism, The mainspring of this revolt'is partically
found (althéughﬁFertainly other forces were.destrcying medievalism) as White-
nead's major theme, namely, iLne idea which #is ts be Traced back Tor more than
two thousznd jears te.tpehspeculations of the philosophic Greeks upon functions
of the human soul, and its status in 2 world of flux! (31). It was the privilege
of the'RenaiSSance Humanist scholar to rediscover this great Greek idea in'the - "
classics. The Greek view was compatible with the values of the emerging mid-
dle class, each fructifying one anather in.a cause and effect relationship.

Renaissanca man had a new appreciation of the person, and as a result, he
understood himself and his sense of perspective %o the past. He placed himself
with respect to tﬁe agé as a whole, a perspective medieval man lacked. BRenais-

gsance man was an optimist sesking improvement in the temporal conditions of

man. The pessimism of the waning middle ages assuages and man came to see him-

self as occupying a special place in the universe, a shifting from God and eternity
to the control of the social and temporal here snd now. His optimism may be
naive but his valuation upon man in his essentisl uniqueness snd freedom must re-

-




Did the Rsnsisgsance, then, further western man's struggle for personal
freecom even though it deépended much upon classical antlguity that was wedded

tc slavery? Ve answer with sn ungualified yes, evern though those values were

held by specisl classes =nd not, as yet, society as a whole. The Renaissance

was an age that rediscovered for western civilization the key Greek idea of the
essentisl greatness of the human soul. 3By a2 slow evolutionary process azs described
by Whitehead, that idea filtered through western culture. The concept of the . - i
Brotherhood c¢f Man made slavery zs¢ =2 viable instituion in wgstern civilization

impossible. The Greeks were not modern but they enshrined an idea that led to -

modernity. It was the Renaissance that untapped this idea for thé culturai

enrichment of western culture. Thst is just snother way of éaying, as White-
head absefves, that the apprehension of a great idea in history is slowly ad-
vanced by an evolutionary process. The Renaissancé was part of that process,

or as Whitehesd concludes: "When there is progress in the development of favor- ]

able order, we find conauct protected from relapse into brutalization by the
increasing 2gency of ideas consciously entertained. In this way Pliato is jus-
tified in saying, the creation of the world - that is to say, the world of

civilized order —~ is the victory of persuasienover force® (32-33).




