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 Twentieth-century economic and political organization fails to meet human 

needs, leaving people with destructive notions of what it means to be human in 

this world.  So argue the critical theorists, a group of German-educated 

philosophers of the mid-twentieth century, writing largely from English-

speaking countries after the trauma of World War II.  From psychoanalysis, the 

critical theorists borrow the postulate that human beings are driven by deep-

seated needs.  Like phenomenologists, they rely on the study of human 

consciousness.  Inspired by Marxists, they aim at human liberation. 

 

 Abraham Joshua Heschel was not a member of the critical theorists' 

Institute for Social Research, and is rarely included in university courses on 

critical theory.  However, he shares the philosophical education and historical 

situation -- escape from Nazi Germany -- with many of the critical theorists.  To 

their education, however, he adds something unusual: a background in Hassidic 

philosophy, i.e., the theory and practice of encounter with the divine.  With this 

Hassidic dimension, Heschel offers a critique of critical theory's political 

solutions and phenomenology's impartialism.  Political solutions cannot offer the 

new consciousness for which the twentieth century hungers; only spiritual 

growth can.  And phenomenology, i.e., the philosophical study of consciousness, 

must be put into the service of spiritual growth.  
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 In One Dimensional Man, critical theorist Herbert Marcuse offers a critique of 

capitalism that grows into a critique of twentieth century philosophy.  All of 

modern life, he argues, has been organized around production.  The material 

rewards of being a productive worker are touted as the highest aims one can 

achieve in life.  Employees consent to being treated as objects, in anticipation of 

these rewards.  All economic and social classes now share the same goals, at the 

level at which they can afford to reach them. Class struggle has been neutralized. 

 

 Philosophy too has been rendered one-dimensional.  It has been closed 

down by the dominant Anglo-American paradigm of analytic philosophy.  Early 

analytic philosophers saw their task as the clarification of the limits of discourse.  

In their image, philosophers became a kind of "word police," sharpening the 

boundaries of what can - or perhaps what should - be said within a given 

universe of discourse. 

 

 Marcuse utterly rejects this role for philosophy.  In his view, philosophers 

should stand outside of the boundaries of established discourse.  Instead of 

passing judgment on what should be included within those boundaries, 

philosophers should champion ideas that are excluded. Every established 

political or intellectual order, Marcuse argues, has a principle of validation that 

sorts acceptable from unacceptable knowledge.  Philosophers should criticize 

such principles.  As a result, they should articulate new intellectual and social 

models. 

 

 A possible practical example of the intellectual process Marcuse describes is 
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the paradigm of Marxist education described in Paolo Freire's Pedagogy of the 

Oppressed. Freire's program is designed to encourage adult workers to think 

beyond the paradigm of the social order taught to them by capitalist knowledge-

makers.  Educators and labor organizers encourage workers to discuss themes in 

their lives.  Workers listen to one another and, through dialogue, come to 

reframe their experiences.  As a result, they create new paradigms of self-

understanding, based on their own experiences, which then come to inform their 

actions.  

 

The process moves workers outside of the boundaries of established 

discourse, and leads them to question the principle of validation they were 

taught.  However, it also leads them into another established system of 

discourse, a marxist system.  While the educator's job is not to teach marxist 

slogans, the educator's aim is to help workers explore marxist ideas.  The 

educator is not neutral about the desired end of the process.  The end goal is a 

new model with a different principle of knowledge validation.  

 

Thus Freire's educational program offers what Paul Ricouer calls a 

"hermeneutic of suspicion."  A hermeneutic of suspicion provides a specific lens 

through which to make an interpretation of a text or a social practice.  This lens 

contains a social or psychological theory about what one's experience "really" 

means.  When one applies this lens, they crack open one kind of established 

discourse only to replace it with another.  

 

Heschel's critique of capitalism in God in Search of Man aims to liberate 
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people from the intellectual and political cycle implied in Marcuse's charge to 

philosophers. Although Heschel begins with a critique of knowledge, his path 

does not lead into new models of knowledge, but away from models. He finds 

liberation in a sense of the meaning of life that has nothing to do with economics 

and politics.  Developing a sense of the divine presence, he argues, is an 

appropriate response to the crushing of the human spirit by twentieth-century 

capitalism. 

 

The guiding idea of our age, Heschel says, is the idea of utility.  We see the 

universe as a "toolbox" for the satisfaction of our needs.  Our success in 

developing technologies to satisfy our needs has pushed us to place those needs 

at the center of our individual and collective efforts.  In fact, we come to define 

"right" as "that which satisfies our material needs" and "wrong" as "that which 

fails to satisfy them."  To use Paul Tillich's language, our material needs have 

become our "ultimate concern," or, in other words, our "gods." 

 

Yet amid all of this physical comfort, people find themselves spiritually 

empty.  They want "something more."  That "more," according to Heschel, is a 

radical shift in our perception of our place in the universe.  Instead of need-

satisfaction, the new perception places wonder at the center. It no longer regards 

words and objects as tools.  Instead, it attends to their sublime dimension, their 

"silent allusion…to a meaning greater than themselves."  This meaning, for 

Heschel, is the presence of God.  In this presence, we, along with our 

environment, continuously stand. 
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This spiritual transformation of perception is described in the early 

statement of Hassidic philosophy and practice, Testament of the Ba'al Shem Tov.  

According to the Testament, the purpose of our daily experiences and encounters 

is to help us learn to turn towards the divine.  Thus, one should learn to see 

every object in the universe and every aspect of life as an expression of the 

divine. Distraction from intellectual study by conversation, for example, is a 

reminder that divinity is reflected in other people.  Tasty holiday food is a 

reminder that divinity can be delightful. Angry thoughts are reminders that 

divinity can be powerfully frightening. At every moment, to use Heschel's 

words, one is aware of the "silent allusion of words and things to a meaning 

greater than themselves."  Wealth, power, and technology no longer appear as 

good in themselves. They are only valuable as windows into awareness of the 

presence of God.  

 

Heschel's vision of a transformed perception can also be expressed using 

the phenomenological vocabulary developed by Edmund Husserl in his Cartesian 

Meditations.  Here Husserl offers a vocabulary designed for observing and 

describing without preconceptions the experience of human consciousness.  In 

the "natural attitude" of life, he says, we go about our business, sensing objects, 

making plans, verifying hypotheses. Whether our senses give accurate 

information, or our plans can be actualized, or our hypotheses can be verified is 

of great importance to us.  In the "phenomenological attitude," on the other hand, 

we look away from the world in which things exist in order to focus on 

consciousness.  Instead of verifying whether ideas and images represent reality, 

we examine how they appear in themselves and in relationship to one another.  
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We study each content of consciousness ("noema") and our way of being 

conscious of it ("noesis").  

 

Heschel's critique of capitalism offers a description of the natural attitude 

particular to the twentieth century. Our habitual noesis is a pragmatically 

focused perception in which we look for the useful.  As such, we discover a 

particular kind of noema.  The world appears filled with ideas and objects that 

can be manipulated, reshaped, or reused. A transformation of perception comes 

about when we learn to practice a new noesis.  Instead of perception, we 

experiment with wonder.  We learn to see with the eye of what Heschel calls 

"radical amazement," i.e., "maladjustment to words and things."  Words and 

things no longer speak simply of themselves, but of the presence of God.  A new 

noesis reveals a new noema, a new content of perception that is not an "object" by 

any conventional definition.  

 

Phenomenology, as Husserl conceived of it, is a way of genuinely seeing 

outside the boundaries of an established scientific discourse.  One does not, as 

Gabriel Marcel says, "specify the form of the results in advance."  

Phenomenology is thus designed to be a neutral tool for observation and 

description, unconnected with any particular intellectual or political paradigm.  

Heschel, however, puts phenomenology to a particular use.  In God in Search of 

Man, he implicitly uses phenomenology to diagnose and offer interventions for 

spiritual ills. 

 

In his introduction to The Prophets, Heschel explicitly acknowledges his 
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debt to Husserl's phenomenology.  When he approaches the study of the Biblical 

prophets, he says, he puts aside habits of seeing. He does not try to force fit 

particular prophets into a general theory of prophecy.  He does not bother to 

worry whether the prophet's words express either historical realities or 

unconscious tendencies, but analyzes the form and content of the experiences 

expressed. He learns which questions should not be asked. 

 

In choosing to look at the phenomenology of prophecy, however, Heschel 

declares that he is not neutral.  If the words of the prophets matter to him, then 

he has made a spiritual commitment.  Similarly, the prophets themselves must 

not be understood as neutral mouthpieces for God's words.  The prophets hear 

God's word, respond to it, and then speak.  The task of the ordinary person as 

described in God in Search of Man is, perhaps, to become more like the prophet.  

One is not to passively receive the standards of their social order, but to direct 

their way of seeing.  One is to become aware of God's presence, respond to it, 

and then speak.  The result is a different life, experienced in the presence of God, 

rather than in the presence of material things. 

 

Heschel's program for transforming perception is not a hermeneutic of 

suspicion.  He does not intend to replace a secular model of understanding social 

relations with a religious one.  Heschel explicitly denies trying to define God, 

compose a new theology, and create a new systematic spiritual theory.  God, he 

says, is not at all an object to be known, but wondered at.  The noesis that reveals 

God's presence is not the noesis of knowing but the noesis of wonder. The 

practice of wonder reveals the presence of God.  If Heschel's program can be 
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described in terms borrowed from Ricoeur, it would be more appropriately 

labeled a hermeneutic of recollection.  When practicing such a hermeneutic, one 

stands in the presence of an object and waits for the meaning within the object to 

address itself to her or him.   Within the noesis of wonder, words and objects 

speak of the glory of God. 

 

A possible Hassidic source of the distinction Heschel implicitly makes 

between the hermeneutics of suspicion and recollection may be the stories of Reb 

Nachman of Breslov.  In "The Clever Person and the Simple Person," the two 

hermeneutics find embodiment in the story's main characters.  The clever person 

is a master of practical and theoretical knowledge.  Using his knowledge, he 

questions every piece of good news that comes his way, whether it is political or 

spiritual.  He is so paralyzed by his search for absolute knowledge that he 

consistently fails to act.  The simple person, on the other hand, accepts what 

comes his way.  He lives each new opportunity as it presents itself, and in the 

end his theoretical and practical knowledge far exceeds that of the clever person.  

Yet knowledge is not at the center of the simple person's consciousness.  He sees 

beyond knowledge to spirit. 

 

Heschel’s critique of twentieth-century philosophy thus operates on two 

levels, style (or method) and content.  In his philosophical style, Heschel models 

the style of Reb Nachman’s simple person, as well as that of the responsive 

prophets.  He encounters the leading philosophical schools of his time. He does 

not adopt their jargon, or use their assumptions as principles for validating 

knowledge.  Instead, he incorporates their ideas into his own project, speaking in 
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his own words.  Each philosophical model becomes for him one gateway to 

awareness of divinity. 

 

On the level of content, Heschel challenges philosophical habits that plague even 

thinkers like Marcuse and Husserl who consciously try to shed them.  Marcuse in 

his attempt to crack old paradigms does not see that his tool enables him only to 

create new, soon to be crusty, paradigms.  Husserl in his attempt to describe 

consciousness impartially fails to see that only commitment to a particular value 

can make the enterprise worthwhile.  Without that commitment, phenomenology 

simply produces a collection of data that will eventually be organized into a new 

system of knowledge.  And knowledge, in the absence of spiritual awareness, 

will not advance human liberation, satisfy deep-seated human needs, or speak to 

the fullness of human consciousness. 

 

(References to be added.) 

 


