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Editor’s Note 
 
 

Western Civilization is in crisis. It is the highest form of social organization that mankind has ever ac-
complished, yet today it faces a potentially lethal crisis.  

Quo Vadis is an essay magazine devoted to critical examination of the future of Western Civilization. 
The purpose is to answer the question: Will Western Civilization survive its current crisis? 

The magazine rests on four value pillars: 
 
1. Christianity. It was under the realm of Christianity that the modern conditions of freedom emerged. 

It was also the evolution of Christian theology that allowed for historically unprecedented growth 
of prosperity. 

2. Individualism. The discovery of the individual is a milestone on the road from the collectivism of 
the Middle Ages to the prosperity of the modern Western world. The individual, and the moral de-
fense of its superiority over the collective, have been essential ingredients in the success of the 
modern West. 

3. Laissez-Faire. In order to build prosperity, a society needs economic freedom. The core of econom-
ic freedom gradually got its modern shape in France during the 16th and 17th centuries. When prac-
ticed properly, laissez-faire has paved the way for unprecedented levels of prosperity. 

4. The art of limited government. Before the discovery of the individual, there were no substantial 
philosophical limitations on government power. When individualism grew and was coupled with 
laissez-faire, a new role for government emerged. The art of modern government is to confine itself 
to that limited role. 

 
Quo Vadis is published on the last Sunday of every month, except June and July.  

 
 
 
 
 
Quo Vadis Essay Magazine 2013AD 
Copyrighted material. All rights reserved. 
Editor: Sven R Larson.  
 
Contact: quovadis@hush.com  
 
 
 
 
  

mailto:quovadis@hush.com


Quo Vadis Essay Magazine 

Vol. I, Issue I, January 2013AD 

 

 

Quo Vadis Essay Magazine 

 

 
 
 
 

The Individual 
 
 
In an episode of the science-fiction series Star Trek: The Next Generation, a cyberneticist tries to get 

the authority to disassemble Data, the android crew member of the star ship Enterprise. His argument is 
that Data, a high-ranking officer and third in command of the star ship, is a computer, not an individual, 
and as such the property of Star Fleet. 

The concept of the story is intriguing, as it asks – admittedly in the context of entertainment – one of 
the eternal questions the modern world: what is an individual? 

A court eventually recognizes Data’s right to exist as an individual, primarily based on the fact that he 
as a “sentient being” cannot be sufficiently distinguished from a human. While this is a purely fictional 
case, and our civilization is not yet at the point where we have a pressing legal problem with artificially 
created persons, the challenge to the concept of the individual is nevertheless intriguing. Our modern so-
ciety often presents us with questions regarding the boundaries between us and our fellow citizens.  

One such question is that of where the boundary is drawn between individual citizens. The pursuit of an 
answer to this question can start with a definition of the individual along the lines of the Star Trek story. 
However, such an endeavor would in all likelihood end in the trap of reductionism, or a race to define the 
smallest exclusive components of an individual. The end station of such a race is that our uniqueness as 
individuals would be found in our DNA. 

It would of course be an absurd conclusion to stipulate that the concept of the individual is nothing 
more than the concept of a DNA sequence. Our culture, our laws and our social conventions recognize the 
individual as being so much more than that.  

While the reductionist pursuit of a definition of the individual is little more than sophistry, the question 
remains: what is an individual?  
 
 

Government and the Aristotelian Intellect 
 

 
A purposeful way to address this question is to reformulate it in terms of the purpose of the individual, 

in other words: Why does the individual matter? 
In their essay volume The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, historians Ernst Cassirer, Paul Kisteller and 

John Randall Jr. take an intriguing look at this question.1 With great care they outline the advancements in 
theology and philosophy from the end of the medieval age into the birth of the Renaissance. Perhaps the 
most important of those advancements was the challenge posed by the emerging Humanists to the old 
Aristotelian view of the relationship between man and God. 

There is a great deal to be learned for a modern student of political philosophy from the Humanist-
Aristotelian controversy. In particular, there is a parallel between this centuries-old struggle and the mod-
ern disagreements over the role of government in our everyday lives.   

The obvious difference is that the concept of the individual was unknown before the Humanist-
Aristotelian controversy. In fact, it was through the dispute between the old, strictly logical intellectual 
tradition and the new, humanist inquiry that the modern understanding of the individual was born.  

To the old school, the only extent to which the individual existed was as a physically separate being. A 
person was the body he occupied; upon death he returned to the divine, collective entity. Since life on 
Earth was but a brief moment in eternity, this made man’s existence as a separate person rather insignifi-
cant. Referring to the work of Averroes, a noted Medieval Aristotelian, Cassirer et al explain:2 

 
Matter is eternal, and so is that mysterious Intellect of which Aristotle speaks. It is deathless and 
unremitting, the Intelligence of the lowest sphere, common to all men and particularizing itself in 
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their individual souls, as light illuminates their bodies. These human intellects live on after death 
only as moments in the single Intellect of mankind. Hence, there is no personal immortality, no 
heaven or hell, and no last judgment.  

 
On the face of it this appears to be a purely philosophical matter, a question of how to read the Bible. 

That in turn would reduce this to, at the most, a matter of each and every person’s relationship to God. 
However, it has much more profound implications than that. In Europe at that time it was common that 
government powers were concentrated to the hands of a king or an emperor. It was also common that the 
ruler sought the support of the church for his governance. Therefore, prevailing theological doctrine was 
not far from prevailing doctrine of government powers.  

A theological doctrine that reduces the lives of individual citizens to “moments in the single Intellect of 
mankind” would easily reappear as a doctrine of government with a similar attitude toward the citizen. In 
somewhat modernized terms, this would mean that: 

 
a) Government is condoned by the church and therefore a representation of God on Earth; 
b) The Aristotelian Intellect is God, and government is its representation on Earth; 
c) Because government represents God and the individual citizen is but a moment in the life of gov-

ernment, the individual citizen is insignificant compared to government. 
 
This doctrine provides intellectual support for a government that does not recognize the existence of 

sovereign men. This explains the transformative power created by the Humanist discovery of the individ-
ual.  

 
 
Eternal Life and Individual Freedom 
 
 
In the early 15th century the Humanists advanced through the intellectual bastions of Italy. Cassirer et al 

describe their struggle against the old school:3 
 

Against its Aristotle, they turned to Plato; against its prevailing anticlericalism, they turned to a free 
and modernizing religious gospel; as against its scientific interest, they turned to human nature; 
and, above all, as against its collectivism, they turned to the dignity and worth of the human per-
sonality. The personal immortality of the soul became the banner under which men fought for more 
individualistic and personal values.  

 
If the individual soul lived on in the afterlife, then the existence of the person as a separate entity was 

not a mere moment in eternity. It was, in and by itself, an existence in eternity.  
It is easy to imagine the enormous challenge that this presented to the prevailing powers of that time. If 

the individual citizen suddenly became aware that he would continue to exist as a separate entity and not 
be absorbed by a collective body after death, then he would begin to ask what his existence would be like 
as a separate, sovereign soul. That in turn, would lead to questions about how his actions in his life on 
Earth would affect his continuation beyond death.  

When people become aware that their individual actions have consequences for themselves, they also 
become aware that they can take responsibility for their own actions. With responsibility comes demand 
for freedom to make decisions with direct consequence for one’s own life.  

At this point, the concept of the individual comes into direct conflict with the concept of collective or 
outright authoritarian power. As the understanding of the individual grew stronger and proliferated 
through Europe during the Renaissance, this conflict became apparent to many rulers. People of influence 
and economic success demanded freedom; the term laissez-faire was born from such a request, presented 
by a merchant to the French King. (Another essay will discuss the intellectual tradition of laissez-faire.)  

John Locke’s path breaking treatise of government, which gave birth to the modern idea of the property 
right, was also a descendant of the 15th century Humanist revolution.  
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Today, we take for granted that we know what the individual is and why he matters. However, the ten-
sions between, on the one hand, today’s big government and its collectivist proponents and, on the other 
hand, proponents of individual and economic freedom, bear a certain similarity to the tensions between 
the Aristotelians and the Humanists. Over at least the past century we have put in place economic institu-
tions – summed up under the term “the welfare state” – which are aimed at redistributing resources be-
tween individual citizens. These institutions have gradually restored the collective and its power over the 
individual in a form that was unknown before the rise of economic freedom some three centuries ago. 

The advancement of the welfare state has raised the question to whom our economic resources belong. 
The predominant idea is that they belong to the individual, just as prescribed by, e.g., the Lockean theory 
of property. But as government grows larger, so does its force-backed claim on our property (a.k.a., tax-
es). As government grows larger, a new controversy arises: should tax cuts be viewed as the government 
giving money to private citizens, or private citizens being allowed to keep more of their own property? 

To use an Aristotelian metaphor, all economic resources belong to the collective except for a brief mo-
ment when they pass through the hands of the individual. This is, in fact, very close to the doctrinaire 
view of the economy harbored by devout socialists.  

By contrast, if the individual is eternal, either literally or metaphorically, then he is at least as important 
as the collective that makes a (tax) claim to his property. If we recognize the individual as a sovereign 
entity, then his property also becomes his by default. A government claim would, at best, be exceptional 
to that default rule. 

Part of the modern controversy over taxes is not at all tied to the philosophical question of who comes 
first, the collective or the individual. It is instead related to the short-sightedness of legislators whose first 
and foremost concern is to continue to fund their government. A tax cut in their view becomes a gift to 
those whose burden is alleviated. But even such a limited perspective on the relation between government 
and the individual is by its consequence a principles-making viewpoint. It reinforces the argument that all 
economic resources by default belong to the collective, not the individual. 

By understanding the profound meaning of the discovery of the individual we can gain a deeper under-
standing of why and how the individual deserves defending. It was this discovery that opened for a histor-
ically unique revolution of freedom, both individual and economic. In its footsteps followed the modern 
art of government, the freedom of enterprise and trade, and the freedom to become wealthy. With that 
also came the freedom to be poor, to fail and to reinvent oneself.  

The modern, dynamic, free-market economy was born. Today, though, it is ailing, partly because we 
have lost the ability to defend it against the resurrected forces of collectivism. Like modern Aristotelians, 
collectivists claim to represent an absolute logic whose supremacy is beyond reproach. They consider the 
individual as being lesser than the collective, an attitude that got its own moment of fame when the Dem-
ocrat National Committee released a video at the time of its 2012 party convention, claiming notoriously 
that “government is the only thing we all belong to”.4 

Western Civilization owes its ability to produce prosperity entirely to the discovery of the individual 
and the invention of the free-market economy. As the understanding of the importance of these elements 
is withering away, one cannot help but ask:  

 
Does Western Civilization Need a Second Renaissance? 

 
Sven R Larson 

 

 

Endnotes 

                                                      
1 Cassirer, Kristeller and Randall: The Renaissance Philosophy of Man, University of Chicago Press, Chicago, IL 1948. 
2 Page 10. 
3 Page 11. 
4 Democratic National Committee video, available at: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6gLa9Te8Blw  
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