Georg Simmel, Excerpts from “The Metropolis and Modern Life” (1903)

The deepest problems of modern life derive from the claim of the individual to preserve the
autonomy and individuality of his existence in the face of overwhelming social forces, of
historical heritage, of external culture, and of the technique of life. The fight with nature which
primitive man has to wage for his bodily existence attains in this modern form its latest
transformation. The eighteenth century called upon man to free himself of all the historical bonds
in the state and in religion, in morals and in economics. Man’s nature, originally good and
common to all, should develop unhampered. In addition to more liberty, the nineteenth century
demanded the functional specialization of man and his work; this specialization makes one
individual incomparable to another, and each of them indispensable to the highest possible
extent. However, this specialization makes each man the more directly dependent upon the
supplementary activities of all others. Nietzsche sees the full development of the individual
conditioned by the most ruthless struggle of individuals; socialism believes in the suppression of
all competition for the same reason. Be that as it may, in all these positions the same basic
motive is at work: the person resists to being leveled down and worn out by a social-
technological mechanism. An inquiry into the inner meaning of specifically modern life and its
products, into the soul of the cultural body, so to speak, must seek to solve the equation which
structures like the metropolis set up between the individual and the super-individual contents of
life. Such an inquiry must answer the question of how the personality accommodates itself in the
adjustments to external forces. This will be my task today.

The psychological basis of the metropolitan type of individuality consists in the
intensification of nervous stimulation which results from the swift and uninterrupted change of
outer and inner stimuli. Man is a differentiating creature. His mind is stimulated by the
difference between a momentary impression and the one which preceded it. Lasting impressions,
impressions which differ only slightly from one another, impressions which take a regular and
habitual course and show regular and habitual contrasts—all these use up, so to speak, less
consciousness than does the rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the
grasp of a single glance, and the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions. These are the
psychological conditions which the metropolis creates. With each crossing of the street, with the
tempo and multiplicity of economic, occupational and social life, the city sets up a deep contrast
with small town and rural life with reference to the sensory foundations of psychic life. The
metropolis exacts from man as a discriminating creature a different amount of consciousness
than does rural life. Here the rhythm of life and sensory mental imagery flows more slowly, more
habitually, and more evenly. Precisely in this connection the sophisticated character of
metropolitan psychic life becomes understandable—as over against small town life which rests
more upon deeply felt and emotional relationships. These latter are rooted in the more
unconscious layers of the psyche and grow most readily in the steady rhythm of uninterrupted
habituations. The intellect, however, has its locus in the transparent, conscious, higher layers of
the psyche; it is the most adaptable of our inner forces. In order to accommodate to change and
to the contrast of phenomena, the intellect does not require any shocks and inner upheavals; it is
only through such upheavals that the more conservative mind could accommodate to the
metropolitan rhythm of events. Thus the metropolitan type of man—uwhich, of course, exists in a
thousand individual variants—develops an organ protecting him against the threatening currents
and discrepancies of his external environment which would uproot him. He reacts with his head
instead of his heart. In this an increased awareness assumes the psychic prerogative.



Metropolitan life, thus, underlies a heightened awareness and a predominance of
intelligence in metropolitan man. The reaction to metropolitan phenomena is shifted to that organ
which is least sensitive and quite remote from the depth of the personality. Intellectuality is thus
seen to preserve subjective life against the overwhelming power of metropolitan life, and
intellectuality branches out in many directions and is integrated with numerous discrete
phenomena.

[...The] modern mind has become more and more calculating. The calculative exactness
of practical life which the money economy has brought about corresponds to the ideal of natural
science: to transform the world into an arithmetic problem, to fix every part of the world by
mathematical formulas. Only money economy has filled the days of so many people with
weighing, calculating, with numerical determinations, with a reduction of qualitative values to
quantitative ones. Through the calculative nature of money a new precision, a certainty in the
definition of identities and differences, an unambiguousness in agreements and arrangements has
been brought about in the relations of life-elements—just as externally this precision has been
effected by the universal diffusion of pocket watches. However, the conditions of metropolitan
life are at once cause and effect of this trait. The relationships and affairs of the typical
metropolitan usually are so varied and complex that without the strictest punctuality in promises
and services the whole structure would break down into an inextricable chaos. Above all, this
necessity is brought about by the aggregation of so many people with such differentiated
interests, who must integrate their relations and activities into a highly complex organism. If all
clocks and watches in Berlin would suddenly go wrong in different ways, even if only by one
hour, all economic life and communication of the city would be disrupted for a long time. In
addition an apparently mere external factor: long distances, would make all waiting and broken
appointments result in an ill-afforded waste of time. Thus, the technique of metropolitan life is
unimaginable without the most punctual integration of all activities and mutual relations into a
stable and impersonal time schedule. Here again the general conclusions of this entire task of
reflection become obvious, namely, that from each point on the surface of existence—however
closely attached to the surface alone—one may drop a sounding into the depth of the psyche so
that all the most banal externalities of life finally are connected with the ultimate decisions
concerning the meaning and style of life. Punctuality, calculability, exactness, are forced upon
life by the complexity and extension of metropolitan existence and are not only most intimately
connected with its money economy and intellectualistic character. These traits must also color
the contents of life and favor the exclusion of those irrational, instinctive, sovereign traits and
impulses which aim at determining the mode of life from within, instead of receiving the general
and precisely schematized form of life from without. Even though sovereign types of personality,
characterized by irrational impulses, are by no means impossible in the city, they are,
nevertheless, opposed to typical city life. The passionate hatred of men like Ruskin and
Nietzsche for the metropolis is understandable in these terms. Their natures discovered the value
of life alone in the unschematized existence which cannot be defined with precision for all alike.
From the same source of this hatred of the metropolis surged their hatred of money economy and
of the intellectualism of modern existence.

The same factors which have thus coalesced into the exactness and minute precision of
the form of life have coalesced into a structure of the highest impersonality; on the other hand,
they have promoted a highly personal subjectivity. There is perhaps no psychic phenomenon
which has been so unconditionally reserved to the metropolis as has the blasé attitude. The blasé
attitude results first from the rapidly changing and closely compressed contrasting stimulations



of the nerves. From this, the enhancement of the metropolitan intellectuality, also, seems
originally to stem. Therefore, stupid people who are not intellectually alive in the first place
usually are not exactly blasé. A life in boundless pursuit of pleasure makes one blasé because it
agitates the nerves to their strongest reactivity for such a long time that they finally cease to react
at all. In the same way, through the rapidity and contradictoriness of their changes, more
harmless impressions force such violent responses, tearing the nerves so brutally hither and
thither that their last reserves of strength are spent; and if one remains in the same milieu they
have no time to gather new strength. An incapacity thus emerges to react to new sensations with
the appropriate energy. This constitutes that blasé attitude which, in fact, every metropolitan
child shows when compared with children of quieter and less changeable milieus.

This physiological source of the metropolitan blasé attitude is joined by another source
which flows from the money economy. The essence of the blase attitude consists in the blunting
of discrimination. This does not mean that the objects are not perceived, as is the case with the
half-wit, but rather that the meaning and differing values of things, and thereby the things
themselves, are experienced as insubstantial. They appear to the blasé person in an evenly flat
and gray tone; no one object deserves preference over any other. This mood is the faithful
subjective reflection of the completely internalized money economy. By being the equivalent to
all the manifold things in one and the same way, money becomes the most frightful leveler. For
money expresses all qualitative differences of things in terms of "how much?" Money, with all
its colorlessness and indifference, becomes the common denominator of all values; irreparably it
hollows out the core of things, their individuality, their specific value, and their incomparability.
[...] In this phenomenon the nerves find in the refusal to react to their stimulation the last
possibility of accommodating to the contents and forms of metropolitan life. The self-
preservation of certain personalities is brought at the price of devaluating the whole objective
world, a devaluation which in the end unavoidably drags one’s own personality down into a
feeling of the same worthlessness.

Whereas the subject of this form of existence has to come to terms with it entirely for
himself, his self-preservation in the face of the large city demands from him a no less negative
behavior of a social nature. This mental attitude of metropolitans toward one another we many
designate, from a formal point of view, as reserve. If so many inner reactions were responses to
the continuous external contacts with innumerable people as are those in the small town, where
one knows almost everybody one meets and where one has a positive relation to almost
everyone, one would be completely atomized internally and come to an unimaginable psychic
state. Partly this psychological fact, partly the right to distrust which men have in the face of the
touch-and-go elements of metropolitan life, necessitates our reserve. As a result of this reserve
we frequently do not even know by sight those who have been our neighbors for years. And it is
this reserve which in the eyes of the small-town people makes us appear to be cold and heartless.
Indeed, if I do not deceive myself, the inner aspect of this outer reserve is not only indifference
but, more often than we are aware, it is a slight aversion, a mutual strangeness and repulsion,
which will break into hatred and fight at the moment of a closer contact, however caused.
[...From] these typical dangers of the metropolis, indifference and indiscriminate suggestibility,
antipathy protects us. A latent antipathy and the preparatory stage of practical antagonism effect
the distances and aversions without which this mode of life could not at all be led. The extent
and the mixture of this style of life, the rhythm of its emergence and disappearance, the forms in
which it is satisfied—all these, with the unifying motives in the narrower sense, form the



inseparable whole of the metropolitan style of life. What appears in the metropolitan style of life
directly as dissociation is in reality only one of its elemental forms of socialization.

This reserve with its overtone of hidden aversion appears in turn as the form or the cloak
of a more general mental phenomenon of the metropolis: it grants to the individual a kind and an
amount of personal freedom which has no analogy whatsoever under other conditions. [...] The
small-town life in Antiquity and in the Middle Ages set barriers against movement and relations
of the individual toward the outside, and it set up barriers against individual independence and
differentiation within the individual self. These barriers were such that under them modern man
could not have breathed. [...I]n the feudal age, the "free” man was the one who stood under the
law of the land, that is, under the law of the largest social orbit, and the unfree man was the one
who derived his right merely from the narrow circle of a feudal association and was excluded
from the larger social orbit—so today metropolitan man is "free" in a spiritualized and refined
sense, in contrast to the pettiness and prejudices which hem in the small-town man. For the
reciprocal reserve and indifference and the intellectual life conditions of large circles are never
felt more strongly by the individual in their impact upon his independence than in the thickest
crowd of the big city. This is because the bodily proximity and narrowness of space makes the
mental distance only the more visible. It is obviously only the obverse of this freedom if, under
certain circumstances, one nowhere feels as lonely and lost as in the metropolitan crowd. For
here as elsewhere it is by no means necessary that the freedom of man be reflected in his
emotional life as comfort.

[...] The most profound reason, however, why the metropolis conduces to the urge for the
most individual personal existence—no matter whether justified and successful—appears to me
to be the following: the development of modern culture is characterized by the preponderance of
what one may call the "objective spirit” over the "subjective spirit." [...] The individual is
reduced to a negligible quantity, perhaps less in his consciousness than in his practice and in the
totality of his obscure emotional states that are derived from this practice. The individual has
become a mere cog in an enormous organization of things and powers which tear from his hands
all progress, spirituality, and value in order to transform them from their subjective form into the
form of a purely objective life. It needs merely to be pointed out that the metropolis is the
genuine arena of this culture which outgrows all personal life. Here in buildings and educational
institutions, in the wonders and comforts of space-conquering technology, in the formations of
community life, and in the visible institutions of the state, is offered such an overwhelming
fullness of crystallized and impersonalized spirit that the personality, so to speak, cannot
maintain itself under its impact. On the one hand, life is made infinitely easy for the personality
in that stimulations, interests, uses of time and consciousness are offered to it from all sides.
They carry the person as if in a stream, and one needs hardly to swim for oneself. On the other
hand, however, life is composed more and more of these impersonal contents and offerings
which tend to displace the genuine personal colorations and incomparabilities. This results in the
individual’s summoning the utmost in uniqueness and particularization, in order to preserve his
most personal core. He has to exaggerate this personal element in order to remain audible even to
himself. The atrophy of individual culture through the hypertrophy of objective culture is one
reason for the bitter hatred which the preachers of the most extreme individualism, above all
Nietzsche, harbor against the metropolis. But it is, indeed, also a reason why these preachers are
so passionately loved in the metropolis and why they appear to the metropolitan man as the
prophets and saviors of his most unsatisfied yearnings.



If one asks for the historical position of these two forms of individualism which are
nourished by the quantitative relation of the metropolis, namely, individual independence and the
elaboration of individuality itself, then the metropolis assumes an entirely new rank order in the
world history of the spirit. [...] The carrier of man’s values is no longer the "general human
being" in every individual, but rather man’s qualitative uniqueness and irreplaceability. The
external and internal history of our time takes its course within the struggle and in the changing
entanglements of these two ways of defining the individual’s role in the whole of society. It is
the function of the metropolis to provide the arena for this struggle and its reconciliation. For the
metropolis presents the peculiar conditions which are revealed to us as the opportunities and the
stimuli for the development of both these ways of allocating roles to men. Therewith these
conditions gain a unique place, pregnant with inestimable meanings for the development of
psychic existence. The metropolis reveals itself as one of those great historical formations in
which opposing streams which enclose life unfold, as well as join one another with equal right.
However, in this process the currents of life, whether their individual phenomena touch us
sympathetically or antipathetically, entirely transcend the sphere for which the judge’s attitude is
appropriate. Since such forces of life have grown into the roots and into the crown of the whole
of the historical life in which we, in our fleeting existence, as a cell, belong only as a part, it is
not our task either to accuse or to pardon, but only to understand.



