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The expression “to carry owls to Athens" is a familiar
humanistic expression in Germany. It denotes an act of
superfluous effort, the transfer of an article to a place where
such things already exist in abundance. As the owl was the
sacred bird of Athena, owls were numerous in Athens and
anyone who felt obliged to increase their number would have
exposed himself to ridicule.

In undertaking to speak on democracy in America, ladies
and gentlemen, I feel as if I, too, were carrying owls to Athens.
It looks as if | were not aware that [ am in the classic land of
democracy, where the mode of thought and the type of social
structure which are characterized by this name are essentially
at home and a universally ingrained conviction; where, in
short, democracy is an all-prevailing matter of course, upon
which the American needs no instruction—least of all from a
European. On the contrary. Europe has had much to learn from
America as to the nature of democracy. It was your American
statesmen and poets such as Lincoln and Whitman who
proclaimed to the world democratic thought and feeling, and
the democratic way of life, in imperishable words. The world
has probably never produced a master of words who has
known so well as Whitman how to elevate and translate a
social principle such as democracy into intoxicating song, or
how to endow it with such powerful emotional content,
representing a magnificent fusion of spirituality and
sensuousness.

No, America needs no instruction in the things that concern
democracy. But instruction is one thing —and another is
memory, reflection, re-examination, the recall to
consciousness of a spiritual and moral possession of which it
would be dangerous to feel too secure and too confident. No
worthwhile possession can be neglected. Even physical things
die off, disappear, are lost, if they are not cared for, if they do
not feel the eye and hand of the owner and are lost to sight
because their possession is taken for granted. Throughout the
world it has become precarious to take democracy for
granted—even in America; for America belongs to the
cultural territory of the Occident and participates in its inner
destiny, in the ups and downs of its spiritual and moral life. It
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cannot isolate itself therefrom. It is not easy to speak on the
coming victory of democracy at a moment when the
aggressive brutality of fascism seems to be so distressingly
triumphant. The moment, indeed, does not seem to be well
chosen, and European democracy at least in its moral
weakness seems to forbid any optimistic prophecy. Even
America feels today that democracy is not an assured
possession, that it has enemies, that it is threatened from
within and from without, that it has once more become a
problem. America is aware that the time has come for
democracy to take stock of itself, for recollection and
restatement and conscious consideration, in a word, for its
renewal in thought and feeling...

I repeat: the greatest power, the essential fascination of the
ideas and tendencies which threaten democracy today and
render it problematical, is their charm of novelty. Upon this
the fascists place their emphasis, of this they boast; their
revolutionary demeanour, their attitude of youthfulness and
opportunism, are meant to attract the youth of the world, and
in Europe, at least, not infrequently succeed in doing so. In my
opinion, youth is cheated when it surrenders to this
fascination. Let me explain why this is so. I believe that the
revolutionary opportunism and the glow of false dawn in these
tendencies-it is obvious that I mean the fascist tendencies are
tainted magic. Not only in this respect, but particularly in this
respect, fascism is so thoroughly false that honourable youth
throughout the world should be ashamed to have anything to
do with it. Moreover, susceptibility to it is not in the least a
question of age or of youth. Older people are by no means
excluded from this magic or invulnerable to it simply because
they belong to another age and cannot keep up with the times
and are thus obliged to leave this dew-drenched world of
ideas, called fascism, to the young. For .example, my great
Norwegian colleague, Knut Hamsun, an already elderly man,
is an ardent fascist. He gives active support to the fascist party
in his own land and did not deny himself the satisfaction of
openly ridiculing and insulting a world-famous victim of
German fascism, the pacifist Ossietzky. However, this is not
the conduct of an old man whose heart has remained
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particularly youthful but of a writer of the generation of 1870,
upon whom Dostoyevsky and Nietzsche had a decisive
literary influence. He has stuck fast in the movement of
apostasy from liberalism generally characteristic of that
period, without comprehending what is at stake to-day, and
without realizing that he is hopelessly compromising his
poetical genius through his political or, as I prefer to call it,
his human behaviour. On the other hand, it can be established
that the majority of youth throughout the world, in Europe and
especially in America-indeed, it is safe to say the
overwhelming majority-will have nothing to do with what are
called fascistic ideas, and are battling spiritually and even
physically for entirely opposite ideals. Obviously the
susceptibility to the fascist miasma has nothing to do with age
or youth it is much more a question of intelligence, of
character, of the sense of truth, of human feeling; in short, the
decisive factors are characteristics which belong or do not
belong to age or to youth, and from this point of view
decidedly nothing can be proved concerning the revolutionary
prospects of fascism.

I am aware, ladies and gentlemen, that to-day's lecture had
to be a trifle theoretical, in its attempt to define the exalted and
comprehensive concept of democracy. And so I feel certain
that you will forgive me if in conclusion I say a few words of
a personal nature. I do not know how many of you are familiar
with my written works. I am no sansculotte, no Jacobin, no
revolutionary-my whole being is that of a conservative; that is
to say that I stand by tradition. I am a man who regards it as
his task in life to advance the German heritage, though with
modem means and in the modem spirit; who, if his friends are
to be believed, may hope one day to assume a place in the
history of German culture. No one, I am sure, will interpret
anything I have said as a desire to destroy cultural values. I
left Germany because in the Germany of today the traditional
values underlying Western culture have been rejected and
trodden underfoot. I have made many sacrifices in order to
save one thing which was denied me in Germany: freedom of
thought and expression. What better use could I make of this
freedom than to tell of my experience during my last years in
Germany and what it taught me?

To me the chief lesson of those years is that we must not
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be afraid to attempt a reform of freedom-in the conservative
sense. I believe it to be the duty of every thinking man to take
an active part in this task-which is tantamount to the
preservation of culture-and to give freely of himself. I must
regretfully own that in my younger years I shared that
dangerous German habit of thought which regards life and
intellect, art and politics as totally separate worlds. In those
days we were all of us inclined to view political and social
matters as non-essentials that might as well be entrusted to
politicians. And we were foolish enough to rely on the ability
of these specialists to protect our highest interests. Not long
after the war, however, I recognized the threat to liberty which
was beginning to take form in Germany, and almost alone
among writers [ warned the public to the best of my powers.
When subsequently the specter became reality and National-
Socialism achieved absolute power, I realized at once that I
should not be able to breathe in this air, that I should have to
leave my home. In Switzerland, one of Europe's oldest
democracies, I found an honourable haven, for which I am
duly grateful. Even more do I owe thanks to the Republic of
Czechoslovakia, which most generously made a gift of its
citizenship to me who was robbed of my German nationality.

Especially at this moment, when the heavens of central
Europe are darkening so threateningly, it is a heartfelt
necessity to give expression to my faithful loyalty to this
courageous and lovable democratic republic.
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Deep within the recesses of my mind, there
resides a profound sentiment that occasionally
traverses the depths of my heart: a sentiment
that whispers of Iran's unfulfilled mission and
promises a resurgence of magnificence and
vitality. I firmly believe that Iran possesses the
potential to once again embody a resplendent,
flourishing, and renowned nation, imparting
invaluable wisdom upon the world. For it is
undeniable that this land deserves recognition
for its ancient culture and illustrious
civilization.
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