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ABSTRACT: This article investigates the philosophical history of European universalism with the aim of differentiating between its two senses: the modern and the Ancient. Based on Edmund Husserl’s late interpretations on the unique character of Greek philosophy, this distinction is articulated in terms of “substantial” and “formal” accounts of universalism. Against the modern (substantial) idea of universalism, which took its point of departure especially from the natural law theories of the early modern period, Husserl conceived Greek universalism as an essentially formal notion, which relied on the critique of one’s cultural-historical situation on the basis of the shared faculty of reason. Instead of a ready-made position, this idea of universalism is best described in terms of a “task”, which has its peculiar temporal horizon in infinity. By discussing the political implications of philosophical universalism, the article aims at uncovering its latent cultural implications, that is, the ideas of self-critique and self-renewal nurturing the utopian motive of culture. Thus by broadening the philosophical scope of universalism, the article will insist on its relevance for contemporary debate on Eurocentrism.
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1.

“Philosophy is really homesickness [Heimweh] – the desire to be everywhere at home.”

– Novalis, Das allgemeine Brouillon, Materialien zur Enzyklopädistik 1798/99, Nr. 857

“In one travels in distant countries, one may observe the feelings of recognition 

and affiliation that link every human being to every other human being.”

– Aristotle, Nic. Eth. 1155a3
Universalism is an idea that seems to stand between two opposite poles. On the one hand, it is affirmed ever more firmly as the fundamental principle of the contemporary democratic order – both national as well as global. A welfare state, we hold, cannot exist without universal healthcare and social security; a global democratic order cannot establish itself without the support of universal human rights. In the discussions concerning the status of minorities, principles of universalism are often promulgated as the best way to enhance the voices of the less heard: a revealing example of the indisputability of universalism can be found the UN’s Vienna declaration of 1993, which firmly states that “the universal nature of these rights and freedoms is beyond question.”
 On the other hand, during the last few decades universalism has also been disparaged to the point that, at least in the academic discourse, no one really dares to support it unconditionally. Universalism has been associated with colonialism, imperialism and even totalitarianism; and further, it has become common to see universalism as a product of the dubious, Euro-centric or “instrumental” rationality of the Enlightenment period. Thus it is often stressed that, for instance, the discourse on new European identity should take its point of departure from concepts and categories that are explicitly non-universalistic, or as Dipesh Chakrabarty (2000) has put it: simply provincial.
  
In his thoughtful work European Universalism: The Rhetoric of Power (2006), Immanuel Wallerstein offers a rather sketchy but provoking history of the European universalism beginning from the colonialism of the 15th century to the present moment. Rather than equating it with imperialism as such, Wallerstein – one of the great thinkers of the modern global system – sees universalism as a “rhetorical device” inherent to the European-Occidental tradition, as something that “has been put forward by pan-European leaders and intellectuals in their quest to pursue the interests of the dominant strata of the modern world-system” (Wallerstein 2006: xiv). From the Spanish conquistadores to the Bush administration, this rhetoric has been used to justify the suppression of “barbaric” peoples, the ending of alien practices and the destructive levelling of unique cultural features. Rather than serving as a means for true unification, universalism has been employed as a means of exclusion, of segregation. What makes Wallerstein’s approach particularly compelling is his inclination (as manifested in the third part of the book, “Scientific universalism”) to read the history of universalism, not merely in standard practical-political terms, but also resulting from the inner contradictions of the modern scientific worldview, more precisely, from the split between the “two cultures” of techno-scientist and cultural-humanistic enterprise. The domination of Naturwissenschaften over Geisteswissenschaften, the hegemony of the objectivist and value-free investigation, has contributed to the propagation of seemingly neutral ideal of knowledge and the loss of cultural sensitivity, which, as Wallerstein argues, has resulted in a complete neglecting of the systemic inequalities of what he considers to be the prevalent form of modern universalism, namely, global capitalism. (Wallerstein 1999; 2001).
It seems to me that in order to resolve the tension between these two strains of universalism – what might be called its positive and negative senses – we need to rethink this concept; above all, re-read its history, re-discover its philosophical genealogy. For even though we would see the modern colonialism and imperialism as the thorniest leaves in the tree of universalism, I believe that we still have not touched upon its roots. It is namely these roots that I want to consider here: I claim that in order to reframe the debate on universalism within the European tradition we should indeed go beyond the Enlightenment, and trace the descent of this notion beginning from Ancient Greek philosophy and what I would like to call its universalistic heritage. This pursuit, as I would like to see it, should not be ventured for the sake of nostalgic yearning, but because I believe that the Greek inception contains within itself a critical potential, which has been either dismissed or unthought by our tradition – a potential, which might help us to articulate the very notion of universalism in a novel fashion.
This article will present a very general argument, but its point is rather simple: in contrast to the universalism of the Enlightenment which grew out of the natural law theories of the early modern period, what I discuss here under the title of Greek universalism was a more formal idea that was after – not so much of concrete, substantial principles – but what could be designated as a shared attitude: a space of encounter for particular historical and context-bound situations. Following the late texts of Edmund Husserl, this motive could be captured – not in terms of shared propositions, conceptions or values – but as a task (Aufgabe) that constitutes the one of the fundamental strains of our European humanity, leaving its trace most central accomplishments: science, philosophy, politics and religion. By showing how this idea of universalism is intimidately bound with the ideas of rebirth and rational renewal, I hope to broaden our scope of this concept as well as to insist on its new relevance for contemporary debate.
2.
Universalism stems from the Latin universalis, ‘of all’ or ‘belonging to all’, and its respective noun universus, ‘all together, whole, entire’. Both of these concepts are renditions of the Greek word katholikon and its root to katholou, ‘in general’, ‘on the whole’ – a definition that Aristotle, for instance, uses to describe the generality of our ideas and concepts (the concept of “horse” is general insofar as it applies to all horses). The idea of a universal, Catholic church (Gr. hē katholikē ekklesia) comes up in the second century AD, and was primarily used to designate the ecclesial unity of Christian believers and their commitment to the Bishop of Rome. Against the Jewish idea of a restricted covenant between God and progeny of The Twelve Tribes of Israel, Christian faith was founded on the principle of all-embracing communion that sought to bring all of its proponents – and also non-believers – under a single congregation. As Catholicism was officially established as a part of the Christian doctrine at the First Council of Nicaea in 325 AD, it sealed the alliance of Christian faith with the Roman Empire, which had not only theological but also significant political consequences: it became of the fundamental strains of the Western Church that the whole Papal communion should be brought under single administrative governance. Ecclesial unity had become political.
Even though universal Catholicism stood originally for the idea of coming-together, from early on it included a certain gesture of exclusion. Already at its very early stages, Catholicism was associated with the notion of orthodoxos – Orthodoxy, or literally “true opinion” – that distinguished itself from what was called the “bad faith” of hereticism: most importantly, from the teachings of Arius (256–336 AD), a Christian Presbyterian who argued against the dominant Trinitarian dogma and emphasized the ontological distinction between God and Christ, but also several Gnostic groups that relied on different written sources than the Council. And even though Augustine argued that Catholicism was able to provide what he called the via universalis (universal road) to eternal life, his work on the universal community of Christians was titled as De Civitate Dei contra Paganos, i.e. The City of God against the pagans (see Augustine 1988). Whereas for St. Paul there may have been “neither Greeks nor Jews” (Gal. 3:28), however, it became an inseparable part of Catholic universalism to define itself with regard to an outside, to other faith which falls out of the institutional framework of the Christian doctrine. “One indeed is the universal Church of the faithful”, wrote Pope Innocent III in 1208: “Not of heretics but the Holy Roman, Catholic, and Apostolic (Church) outside which we believe that no one is saved.”
 
Thus, for the Christian doctrine, universalism had become an index of separation.
3.

The German Universalismus as well as its French and English counterparts are also of a theological origin. They were first used at the end of the sixteenth century to describe a Protestant-based stance according to which God’s mercy and benevolence apply to all human beings in a similar manner. This doctrine of universal salvation – already present in the Gospels and some of the early Christian thinkers – was crucial especially to the Lutheran faith, and stood in contrast with both the teachings of Catholic Church which fostered a more restrictive policy with regard to salvation. Thus in the eyes of the reformists, the official Christianity was not Catholic enough: the original, universal Word of Christianity was to be saved from the particularism of the established ecclesial doctrine.
It was namely this tradition of universalism that served as the point of departure for those Enlightenment philosophers – such as Lessing, Mendelhsson and Kant – that became its most important advocates. During this period of time, the notion of universalism went through what might be called a process of secularisation, whereby it was gradually divested of many its theological connotations. 
This secularisation took place at least in three levels. Firstly, universalism was now attached to the project of subjectivist philosophy beginning from Descartes that conceived reason as a faculty common to all men and sought for its universal, a priori structures. The belief in the universal character of human rationality was important primarily for epistemological reasons – the new idea of scientific knowledge implied that it could be refuted or validated by anyone –, but it was also considered to function as the ground of our moral judgments. As Kant accentuated, because of our common structure of reason, we recognize ourselves as free and responsible actors and as such, we are able to follow the universal moral law according to which we always ought to consider our fellow human beings as ends in themselves. Secondly, universalism was incorporated into the theories of natural law that were aimed at discovering both the basis of communal life as well as the justification of sovereign power. As Pierre Charron argued in his treatise De la sagesse (1601): “Universal approval is the sign and mark of a natural law; for if there was anything that nature had ordered us to do, we would probably obey it in mutual consent – not just by some nation, but by every individual”
. As such, the notion of natural law was by no means new – it was already discussed by such figures as Aristotle, Cicero and Thomas Aquinas – but what was crucial to the development of the seventeenth-century was that it abandoned the idea of its divine origin and sought for its justification in a mundane, though hypothetical agreement – better known as the “social contract”. Thirdly, on the basis of the two aforementioned paradigms, universalism became synonymous with the effort of establishing a cosmopolitan state based on the all-embracing principles of the natural law. From Hugo Grotius’s “great society of states” to Kant’s vision of “cosmopolitan community”, the seventeenth and eighteenth century witnessed a wide variety of outlines for a global superstate – a universal community of men.
However, this stance had its opponents. As the German historian Friedrich Meinecke argued, it was namely the “universalism of the Enlightenment [that] nurtured the particularism of modern nation-states” (Meinecke 1924: 405). With the rise of the modern nation-states during the nineteenth century, universalism became gradually the synonym of cosmopolitan idea of civilization, and consequently – at least in the German context – the antonym of culture that was characterized by “living” and productive expressivity. “As a foundation of life”, wrote Alfred Rosenberg, “universalism is as shoreless as individualism; the victory of either world-view is destined to lead to chaos” (Rosenberg 1930: 321). Through the implications of modern alienation, rootlessness and anonymity, universal cosmopolitanism did indeed become an easy scapegoat for many nationalistic writers. The motive of separation had returned, however, this time divested of its theological connotations: particularly in the imagery of the National Socialism, Judaism was constantly represented as a cosmopolitan movement whose “artificiality” was seen as a foreign element within the “organic” Volkskörper. 
4.

The idea of a universal faculty of reason, however, was not invented by Descartes nor did appear for the first time in the writings of the Enlightenment philosophers. On the contrary: In our European-Occidental tradition, this idea comes up for the first time in the writings of few Greek intellectuals around 600–500 BCE – intellectuals, who during the Classical period were defined as “philosophers of nature”. This idea of a common rationality was not univocally accepted, and many of its advocates made significant restrictions to it. However, as a principle it was there, and it is important to understand the ways in which Greek universalism is entangled in many of the basic principles of citizenship, political order and rational humanity that we hold in worth today.
What complicates the issue is the fact that the Greek language had no single word that would simply match our concept of reason. Nous, fronēsis, dianoia, hēgemonikon – these are all concepts that could be translated as reason, for they all touch upon a certain aspect in our contemporary understanding of rationality. However, perhaps the term that captures the most aspects in our understanding of rationality is the notion of logos, which could be translated as ‘discursive reason’ – given that it relates both to the faculty of speech (legein), to intellectual as well as rational calculation (logismos). At least in the Classical period, logos was namely that faculty
 which separated man from both the animal as well as God: in the writings of the Greek authors, zōon logon echon – “a living being that has reason” – was constantly used as the basic definition of human being. As Aristotle argued, logos was not merely “common” (koinon) to all men, but rather, their “ownmost” (idion)
 characteristic: what flying is for birds, discursive reasoning is for human beings. For this reason, Scholastic philosophy (that was primarily Aristotelian) took its point of departure from the definition of man as animal rationale, i.e. rational animal.
5.

What, then, was meant by logos? One of the Ionian pre-Socratic philosophers, Heraclitus (c. 535–c. 475 BCE) tells us that “all things come to pass in accordance with logos (kata ton logon)” (Diels&Kranz, hereafter DK, 22 B1). Without the human faculty of reason which is intimidately bound with language, the whole idea of reality as a meaningful whole would be inconceivable. Everything that appears as something that makes sense does so because it is structured as comprehensive by some agent who lets things to appear. This idea is also reflected in the pre-philosophical connotations of the verb ‘legein’, which was primarily used in the sense of agricultural gathering and preserving: as in the case of harvesting the crop, also in rational structuring of the world a functioning agent must be presupposed in order for the meaningfulness to come about.

Now, as Heraclitus adds in another fragment, although logos is common to all men, “the many [hoi polloi] live as if they had a private understanding” (DK 22 B 2). Even though our ability to comprehend the reality around us is fundamentally similar, in our disputes and varying interpretations we often fail to recognize this common ground. Indeed, customs, habits and the weight of the tradition seem to be our “second nature” in the sense that they often hinder us from living according to our joint “first nature”, associating us to the world as a shared whole. In fragment 89 this idea is expressed through a vivid imagery of slumber and awakenment. “The waking have one common world [kosmos]”, Heraclitus says, “but the sleeping turn aside each into a world of his own” (DK 22 B 89). What we have here in these fragments is both an ontological as well as an ethical argument for the universalist stance – that precisely because it conforms to the essence of humanity, it is the beneficial position of a human being.
In his work Die Entdeckung des Geistes, Bruno Snell points out two crucial transitions that distinguish the pre-Socratic philosophers of nature from the earlier archaic, and especially Homeric sources. First of all, according to Snell, in Homeric texts we are not yet operating with the distinction between sensuous and discursive perception, that is, between immediate and mediate thinking. For the philosophers of the Archaic period, every form of world-disclosure was fundamentally a simple and immediate bodily process, which did not contain the possibility of errance – a conception that Aristotle ascribes also to Empedocles in De anima. The archaic view of perception was not able to articulate a conception according to which people would experience the world differently depending on their particular cultural contexts. Secondly, what Snell also emphasizes is the fact that in the texts of the archaic period, we do not find really a conception according to which people would share some form of mind, soul or consciousness. For instance, the notions that Homer uses to describe the peculiar intellectual features of man – thymos, nous, sōma, psykhē – are all considered as organic functions or bodily forces that pull him or her into some direction, or keep him or her alive (as in the case of psyche). These notions, however, were nothing apart from their peculiar assignment, but they were thought in purely functional terms (the idea of soul as a form of substance, ousia, is established only in Plato and Aristotle). (Snell 1980: 17–27).

It is perhaps no coincidence that when Aristotle, in his treatise On the Soul (De anima), speaks of logos and its corresponding intellectual activity – discursive thinking (dianoein) – he pays special attention to the phenomenon of errance (De an. III, 3. 427b12-15). To err is human: our everyday experience of the world is always fallible and thus open to misapprehensions and incorrect interpretations. However, it is namely through the recognition of this specific finitude and aspectual character of everyday experience that we gain an understanding of its essentially finite nature. Our normal attitude – and the “everyday” apprehensions, conceptions, myths and values contained in it – are perspectives to the one world; or to put it in Greek terms, our relation to the world is always that of a particular horizon.


We should avoid, however, of presenting a too idealized picture of Greek anthropology. At least in the level of individual psychology, there were numerous efforts of making restrictions to the universality of intellectual abilities – restrictions that were based on highly questionable arguments and used for dubious political intentions. In the writings of Aristotle, for one, Barbarians, slaves, women and children were all presented as lacking some significant intellectual faculty or function – for instance, in order to argue for the naturalness of slavehood or the exclusion of women from the political sphere. However, contrary to Hannah Arendt’s description according to which the slaves of the Greek city-states were represented as beings without logos (aneu logou), the ethnocentric and misogynistic arguments never really touched upon the very core of the Greek rationality (Arendt 1958: 27).
 As Aristotle says, those who wish to exclude slaves from the common logos are simply wrong – for without logos, there would be no way of differentiating the human being from a mere brute. (Pol. I, 13. 1260b5).
6.

The Greek political system was called democracy, because – as Pericles tells us – it granted the power in the hands of the many rather than the few.
 At least in the reflections of the great orators, the political principles of the Greek city-states (particularly Athens) reflected the idea of the universal and egalitarian notion of reason: the conviction that when it comes to public matters, every (free) man is essentially equal and entitled to address the matters at hand from his particular horizon. This conviction was reflected in the two most important features of Greek democracy: isonomia, the equality before the law and isēgoria, the freedom of speech (sometimes referred to as parrhēsia). Together they contributed to what both Plato and Aristotle held as the key principle of Greek democracy, namely: eleuthereia – often translated as liberty, but means something like autonomy – the will to live according to one’s own conscience. (Pol. VI, 2. 1317bff.).
We should not, however, present too idealized picture of the Greek political system. Athens was no liberal democracy; it granted few basic human rights to its citizens, it excluded both women and slaves from the status of citizenship and consequently, the deliberative processes of democratic order. “The power of the people” was a highly unstable system that in many occasions was guided by short-sighted real politics. In the writings of the philosophers of the Classical period, democracy was often neglected as an unfounded model of governance that ought to be replaced by an aristocratic or monarchic rule.

This does not entail, however, that we should simply subscribe to Karl Popper’s characterization of Greek philosophers as advocates of totalitarianism (Popper 1962). Despite their distrust to Athenian democracy, both Plato and Aristotle accentuated the role of logos as speech and discourse for the communal life and took it as the central notion of their political contemplations. Both of them conceived the vitality of the public life as depending from the right to express oneself freely – something that the allegedly democratic Athens denied of Socrates as he was convicted on rejecting the gods as well as corrupting the youth. In its corrupted form, democracy was an adversary of universal logos – free discourse that was supposed to nurture the very idea of politics as a sphere of constant rebirth and renewal (Kristeva 2001: 48).  

7.

“Truth seems to be like the proverbial door, which no one can fail to hit” – Aristotle: Met. II 993b1–b5.
Without a concrete praxis, every theoretical idea is destined to remain blind. For the idea of universal rationality, this concrete foundation was provided, above all, by philosophy – a term first associated with the school of Pythagoras during the 6th century AD, but which, around 500–400 AD, turned into a general denominator for a set of intellectual practices formerly designated under the titles of sophism and rhetorics. How, then, did philosophy embody the universalistic motive?
The first link between philosophy and universalism is of course the simple one: philosophy was a manner of description which aimed to make its claims in respect to the totality of beings, and not only to the specific events and things of one’s surrounding world. In the Greek context, this motive was already manifested in the cosmological considerations of the pre-Socratic philosophers, who sought to lead the multiformity of appearing reality back to the different archai, universal onto-cosmological principles. The Classical period of Plato and Aristotle followed this motive; however, they transformed it with the novel requirement of intuitive evidence imposed by the ideal of philosophical gaze, theōria. During the early classical era, theōria stood primarily for a specific civic practice, which could be describes as travelogue: in the original practice of theōria, a particular citizen traveled abroad in order to give an account of the events and happenings that, in most cases, had remained previously undiscovered. As Andrea Nightingale has shown, these journeys were usually religious in character – varying from meetings with oracles to participation in religious festivals – and resulted in an official eyewitness reports. What was characteristic to the idea of “theoretical insight” in this respect, first of all, that it undermined the aspect of personal evidence instead of mere hearsay: theoros was the one who had actually witnessed the events. Secondly, the peculiarly “theoretical” mode of vision denoted a rather broad notion of “seeing” exceeding the mere visual connotations, a kind of “sacralized vision” that in the case of religious sanctuaries, was sensitive also towards the divine dimension of the events (Nightingale 2004: 46). Thirdly, what the idea of theoretical knowledge seemed to imply was a kind of universal translability of the particular narratives: the idea that although the sacral events are restricted to a number of participants, they can be made understandable also for the excluded. Theory, in this respect, has also an educational function, which aims to cultivate the sensitivity towards the particular traditions. (It is perhaps no coincidence that the first instantiation of philosophical theōria – Plato’s allegory of the cave in the books V–VII of The Republic – is realized in the form of a journey.)

 Through this second motive of universality, that concerning the medium of expression, it was now argued that the abstract cosmology of the pre-Socratic philosophers relied on mythical-abstract metaphors such as “fire” or “water”, which appeared as ambiguous and non-verifiable – or as Plato put it elsewhere, the pre-Socratics appeared to be “telling stories as if we were children” (Soph. 242c8)
. Pure theory, as the highest form of philosophical epistēmē reached ultimately for an immediate specatorship that would be free from the prejudices of inherited doxai, the historically and linguistically defined “conceptions” or “opinions”. 
We should avoid of being too simplistic here. Greek philosophy was also a way of thinking which grew out from a unique soil with its peculiar possibilities of expression in a very pregnant sense. As Martin Heidegger often stressed, the Greek culture was in fact defined by an intimate affection to the possibilities of its own language (Heidegger 2002: 262) – in the Republic, Plato even defines the philosopher (philosophos) as a “lover of language” (philologos) (Resp. 582e5). The Greek science – epistēmē – was not familiar with any “technical terms” (or loan words) in the modern sense, but it was confident in the power of everyday expression. Most of the central philosophical notions – such as theōria, ousia and eidos – were creatively transferred to philosophy from their pre-philosophical, pre-scientific usage. 
What is quite often neglected in this respect, however, is the stress which both Plato and Aristotle lay on the symbolic character of (human) language. However, to say that language employs different written symbols does not merely entail that it functions through “signs”, or that it is always backed up by a certain material dimension of “speech” or “text”. Instead, what the Greek term symbolon accentuates is rather the idea that human expression relies on a certain contingency, that the relation between the word and the thing is that of “throwing-together” (syn + ballein) – that of arbitrary coincidence. This point is confirmed by Aristotle’s treatise On Interpretation, which argues that logos derives its sense kata synthēkēn (De int. 16a9), through a common social agreement, and not because it would embody a natural reference to reality (an argument ridiculed in Plato’s dialogue Cratylus).  Because of this symbolic character, logos does not exhaust the reality as such; rather, it aims to lead the way towards the universal dimension of world-experience, that of intuitive reasoning. 
8.
Thus the Greek philosophy was in no sense anti-traditional, but it can be said to have discovered a new kind of relation to it. To expand upon this relation, we might benefit from Edmund Husserl’s late insight, which defined the key element of the Greek inception as an appropriation of a task (Aufgabe) (Husserl 1992: 373, see also 1956: 3). What Husserl was after here was basically the idea that philosophy, as it developed during the Classical period, was not understood substantially, for instance, as a set of propositions, conceptions or truths. Instead, what philosophy named was rather a project that cannot be simply rendered into the form of substantive content. 
The defining feature of this task can be found in its singularity: despite the differences in the ways of expressing oneself, whoever takes on the attitude of a philosopher can be said to contribute to the single notion of philosophy. Unlike all other cultural accomplishments, philosophy is not bound to the distinctive features of a tradition, and conversely, no single tradition has an advantage in regard to the task. As Aristotle stresses in the first book of Metaphysics, despite their differing viewpoints and conceptual schemes, the early natural-philosophical schools had actually “spoken about the same matters” (Met. I 5, 987a10–11): they all have addressed the same phenomena in a way that can be understood and critically examined by others. There is no Greek science as distinct from the Indian or the Egyptian – fundamentally, they all refer to the same reality: philosophy is a pursuit in which every single human being is essentially equal.
Even more importantly, the new sense of a task was founded in the novel idea of a “goal” or an “end” (telos) that emerged with the birth of Greek philosophy. According to Husserl’s reading, what the Greek inception entailed was not so much a new set of cultural objectives, but rather, a wholly new way of conceiving the very idea of activity, of purposeful striving as such. 
This idea can be illustrated through a contrast with the common sense of telos: The practical tasks of a pre-scientific culture are always attainable in the sense that they can be finished. The fostering of a child, the building of a pyramid or the appeasement of gods – all these activities are defined by the possibility of their completion; they are all finite projects in the sense that they have ends and limits that can be reached. Philosophy, however, changes all of this. Conceived as a universal task that deals with the totality of beings, philosophy discloses an area of pure idealities and infinite horizons, inside of which every single truth is given only a relative status with respect to the complete task. For philosophy, the full sense of truth always functions as an “infinitely distant point” (Husserl 1976: 324) – as a constantly retreating limit: a particular scientific truth is always understood as a partial grasp of the all-embracing horizon. Within the different disciplines – such as geometry, physics or psychology – it is of course possible to speak of axioms and propositions that function as the foundation of their current paradigms (such as Euclidean geometry, Newtonian mechanics or naturalistic psychology). The truth of these axioms can be proved or verified with regard to their respective methods. Still, even they are to be thought as partial outlines of the complete fields of geometry, physics or psychology that are open to supplementations and even radical reorganisation. 
Let me shortly describe the significant ethical and political consequences of this step. As the idea of infinite horizon begins to dominate the personal and the communal life, their respective ideas of what it means to be “a good person” or “a good community” undergo a radical transformation. The prevailing humanity and society become understood as essentially incomplete formations with regard to their ideal norms, that is, as something whose true meaning must be attained through constant critique and renewal. Like truth, they become infinite ideas that can only be gradually approached but never completely reached. In this respect, the unlimited task of philosophy gives birth to what we might call the spirit of utopianism: the determination of ethical and political life according to the unattainable idea of “perfect life”. As a practical truth, it becomes a normatively binding idea that obliges us to do “the best possible” in our practical life; and respectively, it urges us to render the communal life according to an ideal state. This line of thought is essential to the ethical and political thinking of the Greeks, at least in the classical period of Plato and Aristotle: their works are substantially centred on the idea of how to be a good person in the sense of a “God-like” person that we can never fully become but who we should want to be. The same concerns Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Politics which are not mere descriptions of the political sphere and its conditions of possibility, but systematic attempts to formulate an ideal form of polis: a community of the righteous.

9.

To expand upon Husserl’s insight, we might claim that the ideal of Greek philosophy was not based on any particular content that could have been labelled as “tradition”. Instead, it constructed its tradition out of the continuation of traditions, from a radical disengagement from the absolute validity of one’s own cultural-historical context. Rather than presenting us what could be called a universalised particularism – as in the case of modern theories of natural law, the assumed universal applicability of certain particular dogmas – the Greek universalism provides us with a counter-motive, namely, the de-absolutisation of all particularisms.


Two ideas are of importance here.

What the inception of Greek philosophy provides us is the insight that that the first gesture of universal attitude is that of self-critique, the renouncement of the absolute authority of one’s own tradition. “I write what seems to me to be true”, writes Hecataeus of Miletus in the first paragraph of his historical work Genealogies, “for the stories of the Greeks are manifold and seem to me absurd.” 
 To put it in the Kantian terms, to think in truly universal terms is to transfer oneself from a “private” to a “public” use of reason – or as he puts it in the essay “Was ist Aufklärung?” – to think not on the grounds of one’s particular cultural-historical situation (or societal role), but with the help of powers divested to him as belonging to rational humankind. It is an often neglected insight of Kant’s that for him, autonomity means not only the emergence from “a self-imposed immaturity” but also a peculiar anonymity, thinking from the standpoint of whosoever: this is what Kant, in his Critique of Judgement, calls “the faculty of public sense”, which “weighs its judgment with the collective reason of mankind, and thereby avoids the illusion arising from subjective and personal conditions which could be readily taken for objective” (Kant 2007: 151). What we have here with the notion of sensus communis is Kant thinking in a Heraclitean manner: one needs to wake up from the private slumber of one’s cultural-historical situation. This awakenment, of course, was one of the most important historical sources of theory.
Perhaps even more importantly, what the Husserlian reading of the Greek inception seems to provide is the critical possibility of thinking universalism in a dialogical manner – not in terms of propagation or dissemination, but in terms of mediation. “Nothing is more foolish than to swear by the fact that the Greeks had an autochthonous culture”, says Nietzsche in one of his unpublished works, “rather, they absorbed all the culture flourishing among other nations, and they advanced so far just because they understood how to hurl the spear further from the very spot where another nation had let it rest” (Nietzsche 1996: 30). What we are perhaps lacking today is a conception of culture as a (Nietzschean) empty signifier, or, even more importantly, a conception of history which would correspond with the open and dialogical character of particular cultures. The 6th and 5th century Greek philosophy and drama survived for the sole reason that they were mediated – first by the Romans, and then by the Arabic commentators – that they were recognized as carrying a universalist motive within themselves, which made possible their creative adaptation.

10.
We already touched upon the question of Christian faith – particularly the Catholic version – and its ambiguous relation to universalism. On the one hand, Catholicism stood for the unification of Christian congregations under single ecclesiastical and political jurisdiction; on the other, it was used to separate the official, orthodox doctrine from that of the heretics. However, if one studies carefully the very earliest sources of Christianity – especially the Gospels – one may discover a more radical form of universalism: a universalism of self-neglection and of constant rebirth.
Perhaps the most famous passage that is mentioned in connection to Christian universalism is the one delivered us by Matthew: “Go you therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost” (Matt. 28:19–20). This exhortation – known to us as the Great Commission – was originally given only to the Eleven Apostles, although the later commentators have been willing to interpret it as an imperative for the whole Christian community. Although this passage and its modifications (Mark 16:14–18, Luke 24:44–49, Acts 1:4–8, and John 20:19–23) are often presented in a negative light – especially in connection to the later Crusades – there is actually no reference to the use of power or violence as a means of conversion. For the basic framework of the early evangelization was indeed that of “righteous” (Gr. eu) “message-delivery” (Gr. aggeleō): persuasion, not coercion.

Actually, if we are to believe Luke, the universalism of Jesus was indeed that of a radical kind. Against the traditional teachings of Judaism, which accentuated the importance of family and ancestry, the teachings of Jesus paid constant attention to the primacy of the anonym other. For the Early Christianity, this figure came under the heading of a “neighbour”, plēsion – a term, which denoted not only that who lives next-by, but one who falls out of all social and family relations (as confirmed by Matt. 5:43ff.). As Jacob Taubes (1993) and Alain Badiou (1997) have shown in their readings of St. Paul, this is exactly how his critique of the category of law (nomos) ought to be understood – not as a critique of legistlative praxis as such, but as the critique of the principle of separation, which “divides” (nemein) the political domain into particular identities, what Badiou calls “subjective dispositions”. “There is no difference between Jew and Greek” (Rom. 12:10) – what St. Paul understood was that the primal gesture of a universalistic stance must consist of a critical relation to the very category of identity as such. However, it is exactly this inability to cling to pre-given figurations of identity – what Paul calls “weakness” – what makes him “strong” (2. Cor. 12:10). When I cannot present myself as the representative of a particular identity (ethnic, cultural, national), it is exactly then that I am closest to what is universal in me. 

And of course, the early Christian universalism – like Greek politics – celebrated the idea of rebirth as one of its basic tenets. As Charles Freeman has pointed out, especially “Matthew […] presents Jesus as spearheading a Jewish renewal, even if it is one that has not been recognized by his own people” (Freeman 2002: 91) – a point that is supported by the recurring use of “rabbi” as a description for Jesus in the Gospels. Although there is a strong temptation to read the Christian notion of rebirth in terms of reincarnation, the Gospels give little evidence for this. At least according to Matthew’s description, the primary framework of rebirth is that of becoming a child (“Who shall humble himself as this little child, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven”, Matt. 18:4); not in the sense of returning to moral innocence, but in the sense of revoking the culturally inherited conceptions, values and validities. The exhortation of Jesus in Mark 1:15 “thinking after”, metanoeō – what, for instance, the King James translation calls “repentance” – should be read in the context of Hellenic Greek, in which it meant most often a “changing one’s way of life” or “adoption of another view” (cf. Rossbach 1999: 39), or simply: renewal.
This element of conversion through a dialogical switch of position was perhaps lost by the later institutional development of Christian tradition. However, as I would like to suggest, it constitutes one of the most important insights of Early Christian universalism – the idea that in order for the universalist position to come about, one needs to “deny oneself” (Luke 9:23, Matt. 16:24-28, Mark. 8:34-9:1) through overcoming one’s particular and situational horizon of meaning for the sake of another perspective.
11.
“Europe is on a crash course in relativising its own culture, so much so that it arrived at a stage of advanced cultural masochism. Therefore, it lacks any future-oriented social fantasy apart from its technological forms of governance, having become a theatre without performers, a place where grand narratives of another, better future in politics, social questions, or anything else, are no longer forged”. – Agnes Heller: “Europe – An Epilogue?” (Heller 1988: 154).
What I have attempted here is a philosophical reformulation on the idea of universalism. In contrast to Wallerstein’s “rhetoric of power”, I feel that there is a need for such forms of universalism that would avoid the ethnocentric and discriminatory implications that have become so inherent to this concept. Against the universalistic tendency of the early modern philosophy – what I called a substantial notion of universalism, the propagation and universalisation of particular, substantial norms and principles – I argued that Husserl’s late insights concerning the emergence of philosophy in the Classical period present us with a different understanding of this notion: universalism as a formal idea. 
However, two restrictions ought to be made. 
Firstly, by accentuating the role of Greek philosophy in our European tradition I am by no means trying to project them as some kinds of mavericks that would have created their accomplishments without any help from previous traditions – nor am I willing to understate, for instance, the role of medieval Arab commentators in passing and vivifying this Greek tradition for us. What I do consider as important, however, is the fact that the Greeks were constantly trying to underline their essential situatedness in tradition, and tried to understand what it was about. By fostering the belief in the equality of rational capabilities, this idea became the cornerstone of all-embracing scientific research and democratic political space. In other words, the primal gesture of universalism was not the promulgation of one’s own values, but reflective stance towards one’s own tradition.

Secondly, I am by no means promoting what the early romantic thinkers called a nostalgic relation to Greece, i.e. the idea that we should approach the early Greek thinking in terms of some idealized homecoming (Gr. nostos). The concrete practices of the Greek culture offer us little help in our efforts of, for instance, creating new forms of political participation or promoting human rights. Still, I would like to contend that the most dangerous forms of cultural segregation are not those that are based on the irreconcilability alien beliefs, customs or practices, but those that neglect the very possibility of a universalist mediation – the possibility of rational confrontation between different cultural frameworks. This question is all more crucial in our urgent need for approaches that would aim at rethinking the role of the past tradition in regard to the future – for instance, is there a grand narrative of the European tradition that could function as a point of departure for our common political endeavour?
Perhaps there is. For there is actually another word for the gesture I have sketched here under the title of universalism: critique. It is often neglected, that one of the greatest strengths of our European tradition has been the fact that it has constantly produced thinkers who have had the courage – and the nerve – to submerge themselves in thinking tirelessly with the tradition in order to think against it. Just think of St. Paul, Nietzsche or the last paragraph of Marx’s Theses on Feuerbach: “All previous philosophers have interpreted the world in various ways, but…”. There is indeed one strong European tradition, and it is that of negativity, of contesting the whole of previous tradition. In our own times, as our whole political and intercultural framework relies on a positive definition of culture – the “realist” model concerning the clash of civilizations –, this tradition is, naturally, in danger. Whether it translates as a concrete political programme is a question that falls out of the scope of this essay; perhaps it is better understood as a gesture that resists the continuous particularization of our times, the crisis of international law and political institutions, the intensification of state sovereignty etc.
This universalism of constant rebirth – of perpetual renaissance – is something that, even today, deserves our attention.
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� Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, World Conference on Human Rights on 25 June 1993.


� The political geographer Ash Amin, for one, has called for a starting-point that would avoid the tribulations of “long-standing-concepts such as universal reason, Catholic piety or the Protestant work ethic” (Amin 2003).


� Quoted in Denziger [DS], §§423–430.


� „L'enseigne et la marque d'une loy naturelle est l'université d'approbation; car ce que nature nous auroit veritablement ordonné, nous l'ensuyvrons sans doute dün commun consentement, et non seulement toute nation, mais tout homme particulier.” (Charron 1836: 324.)


� The notion of faculty, however, is to some extent problematic in this context, for the Greek notion of reason was not primarily (or univocally) subjectivistic. Especially the notions of nous and logos were often defined as the principles of kosmos, the world as a meaningfully structured whole.


� Aristotle on logos as a basic definition of man, see Pol. I, 2. 1053a 10; E. N. I, 13. 1102a30.


� In its original meaning (stemming from 6th and 5th century BC), the Greek participle horizōn was used in an astronomical context, describing the outer limits of our visual field (to horizōn kuklos). (Cf. Aristotle, De caelo II 14, 297b34). Due to the curvature of earth, we always look at the world from a certain limited perspective, which, however, is not absolute but changeable.


� Arendt’s description is probably based on Pol. I 5, 1254b20 in which Aristotle refuses to use the verb ehkein (to possess) to describe the relation between logos and the slaves. However, as 1260b5 shows, it is completely misplaced to describe slaves as beings aneu logou.


� See books 2.34–2.46 in Thucydides 1960.


� See also Plato, Resp. II. 377a


� As Plato himself put it, perhaps this ideal exists merely in “discourse” (logoi), and not on earth: ““[Y]ou mean the [ideal] city whose establishment we have described, the city whose home is in discourse; for I think that it can be found nowhere on earth.” “Well,” said I, “perhaps there is a pattern of it laid up in heaven for him who wishes to contemplate it and so beholding to constitute himself its citizen. But it makes no difference whether it exists now or ever will come into being. The politics of this city only will be his and of none other.”” (Resp. 592a-b). My italics.


� See Hecataeus, fr. 1 in Jacoby 1923.


� This article is based on a presentation that was first delivered for political scientists at a joint conference of the Network of European Studies and The Center for European Integration at Freie Universität, Berlin (November 2009) – thus the text retains partially a spoken style. I thank the participants for their comments and questions. I would also like to express my gratitude to the two anonymous referees of SATS for their excellent remarks and suggestions.
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