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A reflection on the diverse ways Western humanity has attempted to escape its frightening
historyThis book reflects on Western humanity's efforts to escape from history and its terrors—
from the existential condition and natural disasters to the endless succession of wars and other
man-made catastrophes. Drawing on historical episodes ranging from antiquity to the recent
past, and combining them with literary examples and personal reflections, Teofilo Ruiz explores
the embrace of religious experiences, the pursuit of worldly success and pleasures, and the
quest for beauty and knowledge as three primary responses to the individual and collective
nightmares of history. The result is a profound meditation on how men and women in Western
society sought (and still seek) to make meaning of the world and its disturbing history.In
chapters that range widely across Western history and culture, The Terror of History takes up
religion, the material world, and the world of art and knowledge. "Religion and the World to
Come" examines orthodox and heterodox forms of spirituality, apocalyptic movements,
mysticism, supernatural beliefs, and many forms of esotericism, including magic, alchemy,
astrology, and witchcraft. "The World of Matter and the Senses" considers material riches,
festivals and carnivals, sports, sex, and utopian communities. Finally, "The Lure of Beauty and
Knowledge" looks at cultural productions of all sorts, from art to scholarship.Combining
astonishing historical breadth with a personal and accessible narrative style, The Terror of
History is a moving testimony to the incredibly diverse ways humans have sought to cope with
their frightening history.
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tourists still in oppressive display and warmed by a shimmering Tuscan sun, I meandered
through the streets of Florence, seeking, in the Oltrarno piazza di Santo Spirito, some relief
from the crowds. Thinking already of this book, I tried to imagine what it would have been like
to walk through the city in 1348. Though reliving the past is not always advisable or even
desirable, to a present-day visitor 1348 Florence would have been both uncannily familiar and
unfamiliar. For one, the smells, noise, and activity of a medieval city, especially one as large as
Florence which had around 100,000 inhabitants early that year, would have shaken the
modern sensibilities of most Westerners. Yet, the significant landmarks that twentieth-first-
century tourists seek so devoutly and in such appalling numbers—the Duomo, the Palazzo
Vecchio, the piazza de la Signoria, the Ponte Vecchio, or the Franciscan church of Santa Croce
—already dominated the city’s landscape in the mid-fourteenth century. Nothing however would
have prepared the modern traveler for the horror that beset Florence and other parts of Europe
later that year.Although we may know—thanks to the works of many historians that provide
comprehensive accounts of the Black Death and its impact—far better than Florentines did in
1348 all the social, economic, cultural, and demographic consequences of the plague, we have
unwittingly reduced the historicizing of these events to mere scholarship. In doing so, we have
robbed the plague of its cruel immediacy and reality as a felt experience in time. So allow me
to retell to you one of the grimmest stories in the long and troubled history of the West and the
world. Late in 1348 few would have walked the city in admiration of its new and beautiful civic
and religious landmarks. That year, as was the case in most parts of Europe, a violent and
often deadly form of pestilence struck the city. It delivered an almost fatal blow to Florentine
and European societies, to their morale, to their sensibilities. Perhaps as much as half the
population of the city died within a short period of time. The poor, as was the case in the
tragedy unleashed by Hurricane Katrina in 2005, died in greater proportion than other
segments of the population. So did the Jews, in spite of much repeated and mistaken
assertions to the contrary. Parents abandoned their children and vice versa, husbands their
wives. Selfless behavior and piety were often rewarded by horrible death. Selfishness, often
articulated by fleeing the ill or ceasing all contact with the sick, gave a fleeting hope of survival.
All around Europe, the experiences were more or less the same. For a period of almost six



months—usually the time it took the sickness to vanquish those most vulnerable—life came to
a stop. Governments, ecclesiastical institutions, and individuals proved incapable of dealing
with the onslaught of the Black Death.Pestilence, originating in the East, had made its way
slowly along trade routes until it reached the shores of the Aegean Sea, and, then, carried by
ship, Sicily. Shortly afterwards it entered the Italian peninsula and spread to other parts of
Europe. Transmitted by fleabites or through airborne contamination (delivered through
sneezing or coughing), death from bubonic pestilence was particularly painful and graphic.
Boils in the armpits, groin, or neck, and livid marks on the body (from which the description of
the sickness as the “Black Death” derives) were followed by internal hemorrhage, uncontrolled
diarrhea, the spitting of blood, and other such horrific symptoms. Fortunately for the suffering
victims and relatives, the end was swift. In modern Western society, where we hide our sick
and dying in hospitals or similar institutions, we cannot even begin to comprehend the impact
of such illness even to a society, such as that of the Middle Ages, where squalor, poverty, and
disease were part of the quotidian patterns of life. Florence’s experiences were replicated in
other towns and villages throughout the West, eliciting reflections from witnesses who
experienced the Black Death close at hand. Agnolo di Tura, known as “the Fat” and a citizen of
Siena, tells us that he buried his children with his own hands, one of those cases in which a
father did not flee the illness of his children but remained behind to care for and bury them.
Monasteries, providing the ideal setting for transmission, were decimated. In some places, as
for example northern Castile, documentary evidence seems to stop for almost a decade after
the plague, as if life and the memorializing of death, transfers of property, and other activities
that form the pattern of people’s lives had all come to an unwanted stop. Among those
recording the tragedy, no one did so with more chilling accuracy than Giovanni Boccaccio,
noted writer, member of the Church, citizen of Florence, and witness to the plague in his
beloved city. In the preface to his enchanting Decameron, Boccaccio provides us with a road
map to the debilitating sickness and, more importantly, to the manner in which the citizens of
Florence reacted to its onslaught.In seeking to explain the causes of the Black Death and its
trajectory through Florence, Boccaccio presents his readers with a host of possible
explanations. It came, he tells us, either “because of the influence of heavenly bodies or
because of God’s just wrath as a punishment to mortals for our wicked deeds….”1 As
Boccaccio describes it, in the face of the plague’s assault, people responded in a variety of
ways. Pious supplications and religious processions were of no avail. Some withdrew from the
sick and lived a life of moderation, eating and drinking only the finest foods and drinks,
speaking not of death. Others embraced life by engaging in constant revelry, debauchery, and
drunkenness. A few chose the middle course, going out into the world with flowers close to
their nostrils to avoid the miasma, with posies in their pockets, as the nursery rhyme tells us,
before “we all fall down.” Others fled into the countryside in search of safety. And yet others, as
Boccaccio did, sought to escape or to make meaning of the catastrophe by writing. Nothing
helped. For death pursued those who stayed and those who fled equally, slaying them
randomly.In Boccaccio’s introduction to his delightfully wicked and obscene collection of
stories, the Decameron, we have clear guideposts as to the manner in which humans tend to
react to great catastrophes. We can shorten them to three or four specific categories, to be
explored in greater detail in the next chapter. First and foremost humans embraced religion to
explain and to find some solace from the overwhelming brutality of the plague. Religion in
Boccaccio’s time served two specific and inherently contradictory purposes. One, it contained
the hope of stopping, reversing, or delaying the catastrophe itself. That is, in Boccaccio’s
Florence, processions aimed, first and foremost, at stopping the plague by divine intervention



and by atoning for human sins and, thus, gaining forgiveness and the lifting of God’s wrath
from the shoulders of humans. At the same time, accepting God’s inscrutable actions served to
shift the burden of the inexplicable to the actions of the divinity. It is awful, but God, or, as I may
tend to say through this book, “god” (like father) knows best.There is a saying in Spanish, a
Dios rogando y con el mazo dando, that is, “to god praying while hitting with the hammer at the
same time,” which can be roughly the equivalent of “god helps those who help themselves.” So
other actions, besides processions and prayers (which after all proved so ineffectual in mid-
fourteenth-century Florence and elsewhere), were needed. Some embraced the material
world, stating through their wanton deeds that if one was going to die, one might as well have
fun doing it. Drinking, cavorting, fornicating were in some respects a carnal alternative to
prayer and an admission of the hopelessness of the situation. Eating fine foods and drinking
fine wines, refusing to speak of death or of ugly things is also a way of embracing the material
world. And then there were those who fled. Like Boccaccio’s protagonists in the Decameron;
some left the city for the countryside, sought refuge in their country palaces, and there lived
well, while telling amusing and delectable stories to each other. In some respects, the writing of
the Decameron itself was an aesthetic response to the cruelty of the plague. Telling stories,
especially salty and humorous ones, was another form of combating the darkness settling over
Europe.There is, of course, another response that historians often neglect: those who stayed,
cared for the sick, went on with the grim details of everyday life. Those who buried the dead,
sometimes their own children and wives, with their own hands. Those who helped others.
Those who did not get drunk, engage in licentious behavior, did not write books. In writing
about the ways of escaping history and facing the horrors of what I will call the “terror of
history”—the wreckage of human history, the catastrophes, and the like—we often neglect to
tell about those who go on in their dogged way to keep the world afloat and who seek to
endure in the face of great trials. Those who are tested greatly and yet manage to continue
with their lives. Having seen Spike Lee’s moving documentary on the breaking of the levees in
New Orleans, all the following responses found in Boccaccio’s description of the plague in
Florence apply equally: from those who turned to god to those who sought, even through
looting, material goods and revelry, to those who fled the city in the face of the incompetence
and neglect of the authorities and the federal government. What is inspiring however are the
small sacrifices, the small acts of courage and defiance in the face of the inexplicable horror of
the hurricane and the subsequent neglect. In the pages that follow, I will focus on these three
responses—religion, embracing the material world, and the aesthetic response to tragedy—but
we should not forget those who do not give in and who, through their sacrifices and constancy,
keep the horror at bay, keep us from descending into utter chaos and darkness. In doing so,
they give us hope.As I begin my reflections on these issues and on the human response to the
terror of history, I remember a heart-felt e-mail I received several years ago. I had done some
audio and video tapes for the Teaching Company. In one of them, I defined religion, material
cultural, and even aesthetic preoccupations as forms of escapes. One perceptive and
thoughtful listener wrote to me passionately of her own reflection on that terrible quandary—a
quandary, a question that is as old as human consciousness itself—which we all face. Even
though we may deploy myriad of ways to cope with the sad realities of the world and of human
history, yet we know, or many of us think we know, deep inside our guts, so my correspondent
wrote, that the whole elaborate array of ways of distracting ourselves, of coping with the
inexplicable, of dealing with the terrible things that life and history sometimes throw our
individual and collective ways are illusions. That, intrinsically, these palliatives to the terror of
history have no validity of their own; that they are nothing but a mirage. That “history,” in Ruth



Mackay’s formulation, “is a cross we bear.”2 It is that mirage, that “cross,” and what to do about
this forbidden and terrible knowledge that I wish to discuss in the pages that follow.This book,
like most of my books, has been very long in the making. But it has also been an enduring
source of agony. It is difficult for a professional historian to stand aside from his or her métier
and write a book in which the personal continuously intrudes into the narrative. A book without
notes? A book with a minimum of scholarly apparatus, in which the personal, heartfelt as it
may be, and the disciplinary conventions overlap? Impossible! But here it is. And I owe, as
always, many thanks to many people. First and foremost, the idea for the course on mystics,
heretics, and witches that I have been teaching for so many years and that led eventually to
these reflections was borrowed in toto from Theodore K. Rabb’s magnificent graduate seminar
at Princeton almost four decades ago. Over as many years, I have also benefitted from the
comments, observations, and responses of thousands of students who have enrolled in and
attended this particular class at Brooklyn College, Princeton University, and now UCLA. They
have been the true inspiration for this book, and many of the ideas and responses discussed
here summarize numberless conversations and discussions with these inquisitive young men
and women. It is their work as much as mine. I have also been very fortunate to receive many
e-mails and letters from those watching my taped lectures for the Teaching Company. Although
these taped lectures are very different from the contents of this book, the response and
queries I have received regarding my historical discussion of these topics have led me to
reflect further on the meaning of these movements and their place in history. In most of my
acknowledgments to other books, I include a long list of historians and friends whose work has
impacted how I think and write about historical issues. Here I will not impose on them a book
that is personal rather than historical. Nonetheless, I would be remiss were I not to thank Mark
Pegg for his insightful comments and support. Jesús Rodríguez Velasco provided me with the
most heartfelt and thoughtful reading of this manuscript. If I have not followed his comments as
much as I should, it is because only Jesús could write that book. Peter Brown, “the master of
those who know,” may not remember delectable lunches long ago in Trenton. I do. Our
conversations there provided a great deal of the kernel for this book. His comments now have
been invaluable. Paul Freedman has been a constant source of support and inspiration. My
wife, friend, and fellow conspirator, Scarlett, is the reason I have not succumbed to the terror of
history. At the Princeton University Press, Sarah Wolfe and Sara Lerner have been most
helpful in getting this book to you. Eva Jaunzems has carefully and lovingly copyedited the
book. I am most grateful for her help in dealing with my many grammatical and stylistic
infelicities. Finally, Brigitta van Rheinberg believed, and continued to believe, in this book when
I did not do so fully. She has been a loyal friend, a superb reader, editor, and commentator. In
many respects, this book is as much hers as it is mine. The mistakes and excesses, I fear, are
all mine.Paris and Los Angeles, 20101 Giovanni Boccaccio, The Decameron, trans. and ed.
Mark Musa and Peter E. Bondanella (New York: Norton, 1977) 3.2 Ruth MacKay, “Lazy and
Improvident People”: Myth and Reality in the Writing of Spanish History (Ithaca, NY: Cornell
University Press, 2006) 249. THE TERROR OF HISTORY I THE TERROR OF HISTORYFor
more than three decades, I have taught an undergraduate course entitled, as this book partly
is, “The Terror of History.” The class examines the development of mysticism, heresy, magic,
and witchcraft in medieval and early modern Europe. I often have large enrollments in my
classes, but none compare to the crowds that attend my lectures on these subjects. I have long
thought that students flock to this particular course because of the unorthodox nature of the
topics discussed, but year after year I am struck by the many students who eagerly take the
class for more than its esoteric or “magical” aspects. They come—many of them do—seeking



answers to existential fears, seeking to understand and deal with the harshness of the world in
which they live.One could argue that college students—often coming from well-to-do families
and being impossibly young—seldom know about the angst and anxieties provoked by
historical events and existential questions. In these materialistic and apathetic times in which
we live, spiritual concerns are, more often than not, overshadowed by the pursuit of
commodities, a career, or a good job. Law school, often chosen without any real sense of what
the law is or what it is for, beats the reflected life most of the time. But to my amazement a
large number of students not only take the class but also come to my office with heartfelt
queries about their place in the world, articulating, as honestly as only the young can often do,
their fears and uncertainties, questioning their faith or lack of it. This is even more touching
since my own approach, a fairly skeptical one, posits mystical experiences and belief in
witchcraft as forms of escape from history or, often, in a harsh functionalist fashion only
possible in lower-division undergraduate courses, as part of the way in which those on top rule
or deploy belief and persecution to advance their own agendas and power. This book is, in
some respects, an honest attempt to answer those students’ queries raised over the many
years I have taught, and to provide some explanations that go beyond (and seek to debunk)
many of the fictionalized or self-help accounts that are now popular among the reading public.
Over the last two decades or so such books, from popular studies of the occult, to fictional
recreations of mysteries à la Dan Brown, or self-help books, have had a hold on the popular
imagination.This book is also an attempt to answer these questions for myself, for, despite the
more than three decades that I have been teaching and writing, I am still uncertain as to what
the answers are, or, worse yet, if there are any answers at all. Teaching this quarter (fall term
2010), an introductory class on world history from the Big Bang to around 500 CE, reading with
the students texts ranging from the Epic of Gilgamesh, to the Avestas, the Life of the Buddha,
the Gita, and other such books, I have become even more confused that I have ever been, but
also more keenly aware of our endless search as humans for meaning.What Is This Book All
About?In the simplest of formulations, this book is a reflection or meditation on how men and
women in Western society have sought to make meaning of the world in which they live and of
the often troubling historical events that serve as the context for their individual and collective
lives. This book is also about the manner in which they have managed to do this in both
mundane and unusual ways, ranging from the embrace of religious experiences to the pursuit
of the material world to the quest for aesthetic bliss. These actions and beliefs may seem, at
times, a form of escapism, as ways in which certain individuals and groups hoped to flee from
the death-grip of history and build alternative and, often, ahistorical lives. But this book also
reflects on the meanings and usefulness of these diverse attempts to confront the weight of
history and the uncertainty of the world.In the chapters that follow, I examine only a few and
discrete instances of the ways in which men and women have tried, and continue to try, to
make sense of the world in the long period between roughly the ancient world and the recent
past. My inquiry, thematic rather than chronological, ranges across the centuries, highlighting
specific communal or individual patterns of behavior, with examples of how some individuals
and groups in the West faced and escaped the cruelty of their times. I do not argue that these
experiences were replicated in different periods, or that they are all the same. Each age
provided its own unique setting, and its own responses to the crises shaped by these shifting
contexts. Nor do I claim that these experiences or responses were or are universal. They were
and are not. And if I ever did, teaching world history has certainly cured me of that. Moreover, if
my emphasis is on the experience of Western men and women, that follows from my own
expertise and knowledge of European society and my very limited understanding of other parts



of the world. Nonetheless, I am certain that a similar and perhaps far more meaningful book
could be written about other regions of the world.I have long thought, pondered, and taught
about these matters. I do not claim, in any case and as I wrote before, to have answers to
these questions or to be able, by some clear and direct formulation, to explain the complex
mechanisms that prompt human beings to react in often unpredictable fashion to historical or
natural catastrophes. I am, in many respects, often as confused and clueless as my young
freshmen and sophomore students are sometimes. Age, I fear, does not necessarily confer
wisdom. What I do claim is an enduring desire to grapple with these issues and try to come up
with as honest an answer as I can to what is one of the central themes in human history: how
do we act and react in the face of terrible challenges in our lives? Why? At the core of this
reflection is also a wish to see and understand history and historical processes not in a
Whiggish or linear fashion but histor(ies) as unfolding, unpredictable, and contentious contexts
for our lives. Far more significant, these reflections seek to understand why we often have such
an inexhaustible desire to make and have meaning. Tragedy, as a literary trope but also as a
form of self-representation and a form of life, is inherent in historical processes.What Is the
Terror of History?Anxieties about the world in which we live and about our individual lives are
not unique or exclusive to small groups of susceptible young students or aging cynical
scholars. We all, to some degree or another, are susceptible to these pressures and seek, in
myriad ways, to insulate ourselves from the stress of history. After all, personal tragedies and
stresses, as well as wider historical phenomena, affect almost everyone. They range from
quotidian preoccupations about family, jobs, and personal relations to the broader collective
concerns of war, national policies, international strife, and ecological disasters. In today’s world,
we are constantly reminded of the cruelties of history by the onslaught of printed and visual
news, by commentary and spinning. Any fairly reasonable human who reads the news or
watches the international scene cannot but be shaken in the belief that the world is all right or
even rational. The flip side to civil and ordered societies is genocide in Darfur, sectarian
violence in Iraq, Palestine, Kashmir, and elsewhere, wanton and inexplicable violence on our
campuses, appalling natural disasters, governmental neglect bordering on the criminal, and
other such recurring events. There, in the endless strife of our world, personal and collective
concerns intersect, provoking fears and anxieties that are always felt at two levels: by
individuals and by members of wider communities.These fears are not new, nor are they
necessarily related to an increase in media coverage. We share them with our ancestors. We
share them with prehistoric people. In a dramatic chapter entitled “The Terror of History” (from
which I have shamelessly borrowed my own title), the always suggestive and engaging Mircea
Eliade examines how early homo sapiens’ dread of the evening, uncertainty about the sun’s
comforting rise every morning and the return of spring, and our own fear of an atomic holocaust
—a fear most vivid when Eliade wrote his book, Cosmos and History, more than half a century
ago—affected, and continue to affect, the way we see history and the future.Borrowing from
Eliade, I argue that the unpredictability of history—the weight of endless cycles of war,
oppression, and cruelty beyond description—shapes our individual and collective lives. Few
have the courage or cold existential resignation of Meursault, Camus’ protagonist in The
Stranger, or Meursault’s ability to look at the blank and indifferent face of the universe and “to
open [himself] for the first time to the tender indifference of the world” (“. . . je m’ouvrais pour la
première fois à la tendre indifférence du monde”). Most of humanity seeks to escape the
terrifying reality of human history, to make some sense of events, to hope for something better
(an afterlife? a redemptive life? remembrance?) than what we have. And most of all, a majority
of humans refuse to accept that the universe, the world, god(s), are utterly indifferent to our



plight. But this is only the beginning.One of Goya’s most disturbing etchings, El sueño de la
razón produce monstruos, shows a learned man sleeping at his desk, dreaming of irrational
monsters. The etching has long been a coda for my course on the terror of history, and it is, in
a sense, also a symbolic image for this book. Two translations of the title are possible from the
original Spanish. One is that the sleep of reason produces monsters, meaning that when we
cease to be rational (that is, when reason sleeps), irrational monsters come to the surface. In
many respects, this interpretation of Goya’s etching is the one closer to a long tradition in
Spanish letters, harkening back to Calderón de la Barca’s extraordinary play, Life is a Dream,
which raises central questions as to the nature of reality. The second reading of the caption, I
believe closer to Goya’s meaning and to my own understanding, is that reason’s dreams
conjure monsters. What do I mean by that?Most of Western civilization is a continuous
dialogue between reason and unreason. The periods in which reason seems to have held sway
—Classical Athens, the Scientific Revolution, the Enlightenment, the Europe of the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries or the Belle Époque—were always accented by latent
irrationality, religious fanaticism, and peculiar beliefs. It seems that Goya was absolutely right,
and that the more we seem to embrace reason, the more irrationally we dream. If I am allowed
to draw an example from not-so-recent popular culture, the iconic science-fiction film Forbidden
Planet (a movie that is a loose rendering of Shakespeare’s The Tempest) forcefully depicts the
darker side of reason: a civilization so committed to the rational life that their dreams (their Ids
in the pseudo-Freudian parlance of the movie’s script) created monsters that eventually
destroyed all life on the planet. Examples from the past also abound. We have long identified
Classical Athens as the cradle of Western reason, but we should not be surprised that Plato,
perhaps the most influential philosopher in Western thought, wrote his dialogues while Bacchic
celebrations and mystery devotions (Orphic rituals, the cult of Demeter, and other such quasi-
mystical practices) took place in Athens, or that Athens kept a human scapegoat ready to be
sacrificed if things went too wrong in the city. Plato’s most signal works were written shortly
after Athens’ defeat at the hands of Sparta and from a clear Spartanophile perspective. The
Athenians, our standard paragons of democracy and enlightenment, had, after all, imposed a
rather imperialist, oppressive, and not too rational, rule on its allies. They were also committed
to an unmitigated misogyny, one of the aspects of Athenian society that Plato most severely
criticized. This, that is Athenian imperialism, was, in turn, one of the causes of the
Peloponnesian War and of the eventual demise of the Athenian empire. We tend to forget that
it was Athenian democracy that executed Socrates, Plato’s beloved teacher and the
protagonist in almost all of his dialogues. Political liberty does not necessarily result in rational
deeds.Figure 1. Francisco de Lucientes Goya (1746–1828), El sueño de la razon produce
monstruos (The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters), plate 43 from “Los Caprichos,” etching
and aquatint, originally published in 1799. Image courtesy The Art Archive.The Scientific
Revolution that transformed European thought in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was
paralleled by the untold cruelties of religious warfare and the savagery of the witch craze. The
same people who zealously advanced science were firm believers in the existence of witches
and complicit in their destruction. The dazzling achievements and elegance of the Belle
Époque in fin-de-siècle Western Europe, with its rational and beautiful art and architecture,
was nurtured by European imperialism and the exploitation of colonial empires. Vienna’s great
cultural achievement paralleled the election of a vitriolic anti-Semitic mayor. It ended in the
unprecedented (for the age) killing and destruction of World War I. In our own times, in this age
of revolutionary technological breakthroughs and expanded university education, large
segments of the population in the United States firmly believe that the end of times is imminent



and that the selected few (which, of course, always includes them) will experience a “rapture”
and be taken directly into the presence of god. Even more depressing is the fact that in a
debate among Republican candidates for the presidential election in 2008, almost one third of
the ten candidates running declared in public that they did not accept Darwin’s theory of
evolution, while some of the leading candidates advocated torture as a “rational” way to deal
with terrorists. One should not be too harsh. It is perhaps after all part of the human drama that
to live a rational life without fear is rare, and that what we call rationality and irrationality are
part of the normal pendulum-swing of human existence. The terror of history is all around us,
gnawing endlessly at our sense of, and desire for, order. It undermines, most of all, our
hopes.Writing History and Explaining Its TerrorWalter Benjamin, one of the most provocative
thinkers of the first half of the twentieth century, committed suicide on the Spanish border with
Vichy France in the fall of 1940. Fleeing Nazi Germany and denied transit through Spain on his
way to freedom, Benjamin chose to end his life rather than to return to Germany and face the
increasing persecution of Jews and others that led, in just a short span of time, to the horrors
of the Holocaust. In one of his most thoughtful pieces—a short entry in his Theses on the
Philosophy of History—Benjamin evokes a series of images that powerfully illuminate the
critical vision of various twentieth-century intellectuals and that inspired the main themes of this
book.In a lapidary critique of historicism, Benjamin reflects on the meaning of culture and the
writing of history. Not only is history written by the victors, he argues—an idea that seems self-
evident in this age of spinning the news and managing public opinion—but, as he powerfully
states: “There is no document of civilization which is not at the same time a document of
barbarism.”1 Every cultural achievement, every iconic monument that stands as an example to
the greatness of civilization has been created at a price. The price is injustice, oppression,
inequality, war, and other barbarities that turn our individual and collective histories into what
Hegel, describing history, once called “the slaughter bench of humanity.” This is why Benjamin
calls on all of us, historians and non-historians alike, to “brush history against the grain” and to
write a different kind of account, one that deepens our understanding of the suffering of victims
and losers, one that seeks to reveal the interstices of resistance and pain.Benjamin’s gloomy
image is further accentuated in his moving allegory of the “angel of history.” Having seen a
painting by Klee entitled Angelus Novus—a rather odd painting, depicting a threatening and
phantasmagorical vision (fig. 2)—Benjamin tells us that he likes to think of it as the angel of
history.This is how one pictures the angel of history. His face is turned towards the past. Where
we perceive a chain of events, he sees one single catastrophe which keeps piling wreckage
upon wreckage and hurls it in front of his feet. The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead,
and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from Paradise; it has got
caught in his wings with such violence that the angel can no longer close them. This storm
irresistibly propels him into the future to which his back is turned, while the pile of debris before
him grows skyward. This storm is what we call progress.2Benjamin’s indictment of progress
and, by extension, of the Enlightenment project invites us to look at the flip side of history, at
the chasm between official celebrations and harsh quotidian realities, and to become aware of
the terrors and catastrophes that beset us at every step in our lives. It also invites us to reflect
on the reality that our continuous celebration of Western technological advances and political
order has been achieved through the continuous projection of power beyond our borders, by
endless wars, and by systemic injustice and inequality.Figure 2. Paul Klee (1879–1940),
Angelus Novus, 1920. Indian ink, color chalk, and brown wash on paper. Image courtesy The
Israel Museum, Jerusalem, Israel / Carole and Ronald Lauder, New York / The Bridgeman Art
Library. © 2010 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / VG Bild-Kunst, Bonn.As social and



political communities, we are constantly assailed by the unpredictability and cruelty of historical
events. From the carnage of World War II to the nuclear terror of the Cold War to the events
and aftermath of September 11, 2001 to new debilitating forms of warfare, we have been
shaken again and again in our sense of security. On September 11 thousands of people died,
parts of lower Manhattan were either destroyed or badly damaged, and the carnage and
symbolic meaning of the targets chosen by the terrorists had a cumulative impact on most
Americans and on many people abroad. One of the outcomes was that the terrorist attacks
overthrew briefly, as they were intended to do, any sense of order. The act, unexpected for
most people, undermined the very foundation of trust in the ability of governments and/or
systems of belief to protect us or to foresee and thwart such deeds. Even if it did this only very
briefly, the impact of September 11 also led to initial widespread support for unjust wars,
internal restrictive and oppressive measures that may be a permanent legacy of 9/11, and a
conflict with Iraq and Afghanistan already beyond its tenth year as I write these pages. The war
has inflicted and continues to inflict an unspeakable toll on an innocent Iraqi and Afghan
population and has cost a steadily climbing number of American casualties in both war
theaters.This is nothing new. Throughout human history unexpected catastrophes have shaken
peoples’ trust in rulers and beliefs, yielding harsh consequences. In fourteenth-century
medieval Western Europe, to cite one example, severe famines, plagues, and wars often
exposed the inability of monarchs and church dignitaries to provide solace to the population or
to remedy disasters. The inefficacy of royal measures or religious rituals fueled the anxieties of
the populace and led them to seek answers elsewhere: in flights of religious fervor, in
apocalyptic and revolutionary outbursts, and in scapegoating the less fortunate. Their rulers
also saw war as an option, and for more than a hundred years, France and England battered
each other on the battlefield. In our own times, as the case of Iraq so clearly shows, modern
governments have sought to respond to crisis by striking perceived or constructed enemies in
ceaseless acts of violence.From antiquity to the recent past, those in power have sought to
protect their status by providing palliatives for uncertainty and disaster. Authority has often
been projected in elaborate demonstrations (royal entries, religious processions, public
executions, and the like) aimed at providing distraction from present evils and as didactic
reminders of the social hierarchy and the unassailability of constituted power. Processions and
spectacles—that is, the re-enactment of religious beliefs and the secular display of power
(often a combination of both)—may go a long way toward assuaging fear and providing escape
from the terror of history and the vicissitudes of historical events. But this is not always the
case. There are moments—too frequent for our individual and collective comfort—when the
routines of everyday life, the enduring presence of power, and the semblance of order are
obliterated. Then the old trusted explanations and support systems are not enough.Beyond
extraordinary events or historical catastrophes “that pile skyward at the feet of the angel of
history,” the existential questions about why and how we live and what is our place in the
universe remain crucial and agonizing for all thinking women and men. Deep within, we are
aware of the uncertainty of life and the elusiveness of answers. The Greeks knew this long ago.
Their most pessimistic take on the quandaries of human existence is best summarized in
Sophocles’ laconic but powerful line: “Not to be born is, past all prizing, best,” a thought glossed
brilliantly by Nietzsche in The Birth of Tragedy to the effect that, if you have the misfortune of
being born, then it is best to die at an early age.
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Scott, “Excellent book that is more than worthy of your limited time. This was the book that
changed my perspective on so many things. Incredible reflections of a life as a historian. It’s so
very refreshing to know that someone is/has also struggled with many of the same questions
and has come up short to bridge them with tangible answers. Excellent book that is more than
worthy of your time.”

Amelia, “Great read. Fantastic perspective on the witchcraft and so informative. I'd recommend
it for any history buff. He's also a fantastic professor at UCLA”

Linda Worden, “I also recommend Dr. Ruiz's lecture series by the same title. Interesting
meditations on how people attempt to escape the awareness of time, history and death. I also
recommend Dr. Ruiz's lecture series by the same title.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Religion, materialism, and beauty distract men from history.. For seekers.”

Mary Ellen Kruse, “A beautiful book!. This is a beautiful book! The musings of a brilliant mind
in an organized logical narrative exploring the ways humankind responds to the harshness of
life (history). As it is also his personal journey in search of meaning, the narrative is
interspersed with his own poignant reflections, memories and comments. He has taken a
difficult subject and in his conclusion has made it beautiful. This book is a keeper to be
treasured and reread.”

Marianne H McGovern, “Five Stars. Beautiful copy. Thank you.”

Peter, “Great Read. I liked everything about the book. Although, I disagree with some of the
rhetoric, it was an interesting read for sure.”

uclabest, “Great book. I am currently taking Dr. Teofilo Ruiz' class at UCLA. He is an amazing
professor and I love this book.”
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