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Since time immemorial, people have yearned for freedom, and then rejoiced 
whenever they lost it.  And that is not all.  They actively sought, they made 
desperate efforts to relinquish it. 
 

                                   --Emile Cioran, Renuntares la libertate (1937) 

[And 50 years later…] 

Tyranny destroys or strengthens the individual; freedom enervates him, until 
he becomes no more than a puppet.  Man has more chance of saving himself 
by Hell than by paradise. 

 
                                   --Emile Cioran, Anathemas and Admirations (1987) 

Introduction 

 

This paper is an examination of the concept of freedom (the religious, political, and 

individual forms) and why open societies possessing broad liberties and individual rights and 

choices (constitutional or otherwise) eventually evolve and descend into despotism and 

dystopias.  A number of influential predecessors to the postmodern notion that “freedom” is 

no more than an illusion contribute to the development of this perspective.     

Fyodor Dostoevsky (1821-1881), in his remarkable “Grand Inquisitor” chapter from 

The Brothers Karamazov (1880) provides dramatic insight into a futuristic vision of how 

freedom (especially the notion of “religious freedom”) has no true meaning and is merely an 

idea (or tool) that can be manipulated by powerful entities (in this case, religious ones) to 

achieve totalitarian authority—an idea not far removed from Karl Marx (1818-1883) and his 

notion that God had not created man, men created God to be used to placate and exploit 

the masses.   

Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900) set forth the idea that “free will” is a myth—in his 

words, “a boorish simplicity, a long folly, owing to our extravagant pride”. Freedom to him 

is the egoistic, inner-directed “will to be responsible for ourselves” and that which 

“preserve[s] the distance which separates us from other men….[t]o grow more indifferent to 

hardship, to severity, to privation, and even to life itself”.   

Marcelino Menendez y Pelayo (1856-1912) (along with his Western European 

contemporary Gustave LeBon [1841-1931] and predecessor Louis de Bonald [1754-1840]) 

argues the inevitability (and merits) of oligarchy rather than granting freedom to individuals 

precisely to insure all people the maximum “freedoms” possible in perpetuity, as societies 



granting religious and political freedoms and rights of the individual are destined for self-

destruction.  

Emile Cioran (1911-1995) (in his work History and Utopia, among others) provides a 

critical examination of historical events that he believed were predictive of the future of 

humanity, many of which may be interpreted not only as prophetic but coming to fruition in 

the current global condition. 

Combining ideas of these natures provides a powerful narrative speaking to the 

future of faith as well as humanity itself.  While figures such as Dostoevsky, Nietzsche, 

Menendez y Pelayo, and Cioran are not postmodernists by perspective, all contributed 

broadly toward the development of such. This paper will also draw a conclusion that while 

postmodernism generally rejects grand narratives and overarching theories of society, it is 

this same broad application of postmodern principles to everything that gives postmodernity 

the ability to foresee the inevitabilities of future states.  To the postmodernist, the evolving 

future has always been, in a sense, fated—a universally consistent model of predictability of 

the unpredictable, but one with a conclusion, complete with periodic distractions and 

deviations from the inevitable which are nothing more than the whims of humanity toward 

the avoidance of the historical future.  In this sense, postmodern analysis (like quantum 

mechanics) produces the ultimate grand narrative that provides the only irrefutable “theory 

of everything,” from the singularity, to the present, to the infinite—eternity. 

 

Dostoevsky and the Contradictions of Faith 

 

 In 1658, Bishop James Ussher in his Annals of the World, dated the time of Creation 

using Biblical dating as Sunday, October 23, 4004 B.C.  Five days later, God created Adam 

(and presumably Eve) and granted them freedom to "eat from any tree" in the Garden of 

Eden except the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil.  "Free will" did not serve Eden well, 

as on Monday, November 10 of the same year (again calculated by Ussher), Adam and Eve 

were driven from Paradise for having exerted too much “free will” and disobeying God’s 

dictum.  According to this account of history, in a mere nineteen days of “free will”, this God-

given human freedom resulted in sin being introduced into the world forever. 

 Fyodor Dostoevsky writing in The Brothers Karamazov, recognized this Biblical 

parable turned paradox: 

  

The world says: "You have needs--satisfy them. You have as much right as 

the rich and the mighty. Don't hesitate to satisfy your needs; indeed, expand 

your needs and demand more." This is the worldly doctrine of today. And 

they believe that this is freedom. The result for the rich is isolation and 

suicide, for the poor, envy and murder.  

 

 Dostoevsky’s vision concerning both faith and freedom is best expressed in what 

some have considered the greatest chapter (Chapter 5: The Grand Inquisitor) in the greatest 

novel of all time (The Brothers Karamazov).  When Jesus is tempted by Satan to turn stones 

into loaves of bread with the promise that people will follow the miracle worker like sheep 

and forever and happily submit to become His slaves, Jesus refuses.  The second 



temptation involves throwing Himself from the temple roof in Jerusalem where armies of 

angels will save him from a certain death, creating an aura of mystery that will enthrall 

people to eternal devotion.  Jesus again refuses.  The third temptation by Satan is the 

promise of worldly authority being ceded to Jesus in exchange for His allegiance.  Again, 

Jesus refuses.  In refusing Satan’s temptation, Jesus denies the three forces that might be 

used to gain the submission of all people: miracle, mystery, and authority. 

 In the 16th century, during the time of the Inquisition, Jesus appears and is 

immediately recognized by the people who weep with joy and throw flowers at His feet.  The 

imminent cardinal, the Grand Inquisitor sees what is transpiring and immediately silences 

the crowd with the power and fear he commands.  He has Jesus arrested and taken to 

prison, promising to burn Him at the stake, and asking Him in time, “Why, then, art Thou 

come to hinder us?”  Jesus says nothing. 

 The Grand Inquisitor tells Jesus that He was responsible for bringing freedom into 

the world (a freedom the Inquisitor had never personally been able to realize) and that for 

1500 years, with which Christians have been struggling. With the imprisonment of Jesus, the 

Inquisitor declares freedom vanquished and it has been done precisely to provide for the 

happiness of humankind. 

 The Inquisitor declares: 

 

                      I repeat to Thee, man has no greater anxiety in life than to find some one to 

whom he can make over that gift of freedom with which the unfortunate 

creature is born… Liberty, Freedom of Thought and Conscience, and Science 

will lead them into such impassable chasms, place them face to face before 

such wonders and insoluble mysteries, that some of them--more rebellious 

and ferocious than the rest--will destroy themselves; others--rebellious but 

weak--will destroy each other; while the remainder, weak, helpless and 

miserable, will crawl back to our feet and cry: "'Yes; right were ye, oh Fathers 

of Jesus; ye alone are in possession of His mystery, and we return to you, 

praying that ye save us from ourselves!... Yes; we will make them work like 

slaves, but during their recreation hours they shall have an innocent child-like 

life, full of play and merry laughter. We will even permit them sin, for, weak 

and helpless, they will feel the more love for us for permitting them to indulge 

in it. We will tell them that every kind of sin will be remitted to them, so long 

as it is done with our permission…and they will submit most joyfully to us the 

most agonizing secrets of their souls--all, all will they lay down at our feet, 

and we will authorize and remit them all in Thy name, and they will believe us 

and accept our mediation with rapture, as it will deliver them from their 

greatest anxiety and torture--that of having to decide freely for themselves. 

And all will be happy… 

 The Inquisitor has accepted the temptations of Satan (those that Jesus refused) not 

for ill or selfish reasons but as an act of love for humanity.  It is preferable to create an 

illusion of happiness for the masses than to condemn them to a life of freedom and misery.  

The holy leaders know the truth and have sacrificed their souls for all.  The greatest 



happiness for the greatest number is what matters and the Inquisitor must sacrifice his soul 

to Satan for his utilitarian vision—a crucifixion of sorts that rivals that of Christ which is why 

the Inquisitor declares Jesus must be burned at the stake the next morning—to save 

humankind from itself.  Though he eventually frees Christ, the Inquisitor has sworn to 

provide freedom to all precisely by seizing freedom from all. 

 

 

 

Nietzsche and the Myth of Free Will 

 

In Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil, he concludes that the concept of free will (or 

freedom) cannot exist.  Humans do not have control over many of our own actions as our 

decisions and lot in life are determined by others and the plethora of social forces that exert 

influence and affect our choices and decisions.  As a result we cannot be termed so-called 

“free agents” (or actors).   

Another argument Nietzsche makes denying the existence of freedom is the 

possibility that fate is the master of all things (as both the ancient Greeks and later 

evolutionists surmised).  If fate (or nature) determines everything, no one is free. 

A final exercise Nietzsche offers concerning the concept of free will come in the form 

of a rhetorical question: “Does a Christian want to sin?”  He concludes that no true Christian 

would want to commit a sin and therefore was never free to do whatever was wished from 

the beginning.  In the case of Adam and Eve, for example, they were originally forbidden 

from eating the fruit in the Garden (which denied them that freedom) and though they were 

granted “free will,” a paradox was thus created between being free but restricted (echoing 

shades of Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s [1712-1788] declaration in The Social Contract  [1762] 

that “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains.  One man thinks of himself as the 

master of others, but remains more of a slave than they are.”) 

Nietzsche does offer a definition of freedom, however.  In Twilight of the Idols, he 

claims that, “Freedom is the will to be responsible for ourselves. It is to preserve the 

distance which separates us from other men. To grow more indifferent to hardship, to 

severity, to privation, and even to life itself.”   

On the other hand, in Beyond Good and Evil, he seems to conclude that freedom is a 

myth, manifesting itself as a romantic inclination to achieve the impossible but one with a 

specific function: 

 

The desire for "freedom of will" in the superlative, metaphysical sense, such 

as still holds sway, unfortunately, in the minds of the half-educated, the desire 

to bear the entire and ultimate responsibility for one's actions oneself, and to 

absolve God, the world, ancestors, chance, and society therefrom... daring, to 

pull oneself up into existence by the hair, out of the swamps of nothingness. 

 

Bonald, Menendez y Pelayo, LeBon and the Freedom to Submit 

 



A different view on the paradox of freedom comes from the orthodox Catholic, 

counterrevolutionary perspectives of Marcelino Menendez y Pelayo and his predecessors 

and contemporaries in Spain and France in the latter part of the 19th century.  These figures 

viewed Reason, Reformation, Revolution, and Enlightenment with contempt and longed for 

a return to a prior Golden Age of king, Church, and feudal hierarchy which in its day had 

offered people the maximum freedoms they would ever achieve—the freedom to submit to 

hierarchy and authority. (This view is not altogether unlike that of Dostoevsky’s Grand 

Inquisitor but lacks the sinister and calculated elements of a conspiratorial Catholic plot to 

kill Jesus and enslave the masses by allowing them to behave like children to win their 

adoration while fulfilling their hedonistic desires toward happiness.)  Menendez y Pelayo’s 

view was instead pious and reasoned.   

Earlier counterrevolutionary thinkers like Louis de Bonald (who had concluded that 

humankind was far worse off in the new industrial age than prior to it) argued that the 

agrarian family could feed and nourish itself and was not dependent on others for its 

continued well-being and existence, while industrialization isolated and exploited individuals 

and made them dependent on factory owners and market vicissitudes. Agrarianism had 

preserved family unity while industrialization fractured the most basic of social institutions.  

The pre-bourgeois era therefore offered much greater freedom to individuals, far less 

temptation for material desires, and far less dependence on others.  Industry, he argued, 

introduced a new artificial, and thus, un-Godly method of providing for human needs and 

pleasures…and while a perceived happiness and so-called higher standard of living might 

result, the price is sacrifice—of one’s dignity, faith, and the freedom to submit to 

righteousness. 

 Marcelino Menendez y Pelayo, Spanish literary critic and historian touted golden 

age conservatism as the only logical alternative to classical liberalism. Rather than the new 

progressive ideas of individual rights and liberties, Menendez y Pelayo shunned the idea of 

a forward-looking future for humanity for the certainty of a rearward-admiring ideology that 

had, to him, demonstrated that feudalism, monarchy, and Catholic authoritarianism had 

produced a golden age of Spanish dominance--politically, economically, and culturally.  It 

was the collective sacrifice and selfless denial of independent assertion of all citizens that 

had unified and made Spain a great power and could certainly do so again.  The great 

works of literature (like Cervantes’ Don Quixote [1605/1615}) and art (like the paintings of el 

Greco) were produced during the pre-Enlightenment era and those seeking to expand 

human individual freedoms were eroding the doctrines of greatness and power.  Freedom 

and power were actually contradictory elements, for individual freedoms isolate and divide 

humanity into small controllable entities whereby collective spirit and submission to authority 

unified a culture and produced a nationalistic espíritu de la época.   

Gustave LeBon, best known for his classical psychological work on collective 

behavior, The Crowd: A Study of the Popular Mind (1895), was convinced that reason was 

too new a concept for humanity and too imperfect to reveal all the laws of the unconscious.   

A leading theorist of irrationalism, LeBon stressed instinct and intuition as the primary 

driving forces of behavior, explaining the too-often observed conflicts between human 

nature and rational action. The phenomenon of collective behavior indicates the willingness 

of ordinary people to sacrifice their individuality and submit to the will of the collective.  



LeBon’s theories explain the power of charismatic authority (and the so-called “cults of 

personality”) and the behavior of mobs, in his words, where “the individual mind becomes 

the collective mind.”  Freedom is thus willfully and voluntarily sacrificed to the collective 

regularly and demonstrates how unnecessary it truly is as a human right, as the 

responsibility of possessing freedom is simply too burdensome to be entrusted to the 

masses.  In short, freedom ultimately enslaves and causes human misery. 

 

 

 

Cioran and the Price of Freedom--Tyranny 

  

 The paradox of freedom is probably nowhere better expressed in contemporary 

Western thought than through the Romanian-turned-French philosopher of despair, Emile 

Cioran.   In his work, History and Utopia, Cioran builds a poignant argument that liberty is a 

virus that infects society and gives rise to the very tyranny that freedom has displaced or 

avoided in the first place.  And why would it not always have this splendid ending?  Every 

human being has a quest for power and control, and such becomes an admired quality in 

the self as well as the charismatic others.  The admiration of tyrants (and other populist 

political figures) is proof positive that human nature is geared toward individual and 

collective submission.  Some of Cioran’s best commentaries regarding these ideas are best 

left unedited.  Here are some examples: 

 

A marvel that has nothing to offer, democracy is at once a nation’s paradise 

and its tomb. 

 

Every political experiment, however “advanced,” is performed at the people’s 

expense, is carried out against the people; the people bear the stigmata of 

slavery by divine or diabolic decree. 

 

No head of state, no conqueror fails to scorn the people; but the people 

accept this scorn and live on it.  Were they to cease being victimized, were 

they to disappoint their destiny, society would collapse, and with it history 

itself. 

 

He who aspires to total freedom achieves it only to return to his point of 

departure, to his initial servitude. 

 

Tragic paradox of freedom:  the mediocre men who alone make its exercise 

possible cannot guarantee its duration.  We owe everything to their 

insignificance, and we lose everything by it. 

 

This is so because tyranny is just what one can develop a taste for, since it 

so happens that man prefers to wallow in fear rather than face the anguish of 

being himself. 



 

Therefore, freedom to Cioran involves, in his words, “the dual possibility of saving or 

destroying us.” When humans feel free, opportunities are envisioned--but so too are the 

dangers of being alone and isolated in a world like a sheep without its shepherd protecting it 

from the wolves.  The idea of freedom is not only a daunting one—it is realistically an 

impossible proposition with no chance of success but one that delivers a tiny dividend of 

romantic inclination—called hope—which explains why (again in Cioran’s words), “this world 

is no more than a mediocre slaughterhouse and a fictive paradise.”  He concludes thus, that 

freedom is nothing more than an “ethical principle of demonic essence.” 

 

Conclusion 

 

The definitive postmodernist summation on the paradox of freedom should also 

come from Cioran, who wrote: 

 

What we want is not freedom but its appearances. It is for these simulacra 

that man has always striven. And since freedom, as has been said, is no 

more than a sensation, what difference is there between being free and 

believing ourselves free? 

 

Perhaps the old adage that states, "The truth shall set you free" is correct in a 

sense—Adam and Eve were originally "freed" from Paradise when they defied God's order 

and ate from the Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil, demonstrating indeed that "a little 

knowledge is a dangerous thing".  Or as Herman Melville wrote in Moby Dick, “If the truth 

shall set you free, then it is a difficult freedom.”  Such is the paradoxical concept of 

freedom.  Without substantive truth, there can be no freedom, and with the truth, freedom is 

a difficult albeit impossible journey.  To the postmodernist, as there is no truth, freedom is 

(and has never been) more than the illusion it was originally designed to be—but designed 

by whom? 
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