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““The initation of all wise and noble things comes and must come
from individuals: generally at first from some one individual.”
JOHN STUART MILL,

“The men whom we call founders of religions are not really
concerned with founding a religion, but wish to establish a human
world that is subject to divine truth: to unite the way of the earth
with that of heaven.” '

MARTIN BUBER: Mosers.,

“One can tell for oneself whether the water is warm or cold. In
the same way, a man must convince himself about these experiences,
then only are they real.”

I-Ching.

“Likec an image in a dream, the world is troubled by love, hatred,
and other poisons. So long as the dream lasts, the image appears to
be real, but on awakening it vanishes.”

SHANKARA: Atma Bodba.

“Truly, philosophers play a strange game. They know very well
that one thing alone counts, and that all their mg_gl_l%y of subtle
discussions relates to one single question: why are we born on this
earth? And they also know that they will never be able to answer it.
Nevertheless, they continue sedately to amuse themselves. Do they
not sec that people come to them trom all points of the compass, not
with a desire to partake of their subtlety, but because they hope to
receive from them one word of life? If they have such words, why
do they nqt cry them from the housetops, asking their disciples to
give, if necessary, their very blood for them? If they have no such
words, why do they allow people to believe they will receive from
them something which they cannot give?”

JACQUES MARITAIN,
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PREFACE

THE aim of this book is twofold: to provide a straightforward
account of the life and work of the great thinkers of the Oricnt,
and to attempt to show, in terms intelligible to the ordinary reader,
with what remarkable insistcnce the greatest of these thinkers dwell
upon common themes. The account that follows 1s to be regarded
neither as a formal history nor as a source book, still less as a
scaffolding upon which the author has attempted to erect a private
system of his own. In the case of thinkers whose ideas are presented
so often in abstgact form, and who are sometimes in danger of being
regarded almost as disembodied intellects, the approach through
biography, where material for such treatment is available, has much
to recommend it. While we therefore propose to maintain the
general approach adopted in the companion volume,! we do not
allow the reader to forget that the greatest thinkers, especially
those of the Orient, expound their thought most ¢ffectively in their
lives.

Certain reviewers of the previous volume appeared to subscribe to
the view that philosophers, as distinct from other people, ought not
to have any private lives: or if, as in the case of Abelard, private and
public life were inextricably mingled, that this was a regrettable
abe%gion, resulting in a series of “antics” (the word is that of
The Times Literary Supplement reviewer) which the serious student of
philosophy might conveniently ignore. This is surely a mistaken
attitude. Failure to “practise what they preach” is a reproach not
merely frequently levelled at, but unfortunately all too often
deserved by, Western philosophers. To say that the great oriental
sages were too busy living their philosophy to write about it is
perhaps not far from the truth. Apart from the fact that the Buddha,
Christ, and Mohammed could probably neither read nor write,
such accomplishments remained, we feel, irrelevant to their mission.
In any case, their disciples to a great extent repaired this deficiency,
and their later followers have perhaps over-compensated for it.
Conversely, it might be suggested—no doubt with a certain
cynicism—that more than one Western philosopher has been too
busy writing about his philosophy to live it. In recent times, indeed,
the situation has tended to assume a luc]{f;gus aspect. Academic
exponents of philosophy, that is to say, have derived a peryetse
pleasure from demonstrating, not indeed for the first time, that
philosophy in its metaphysical and theological aspect is based upon

Y The Great Philosophers, The Western World (1949).
II



12 PREFACE

a misapprehension as to the use of words. Of this trend in modern

; - e 1 s gans ~
philosophy we have spoken at length elsewhere, and we revert to it

briefly in the Conclusion. .

Fortunately there is no need, at a time like the present, to df:fend
or apologize for the publication of a book dealing with oricntal
thought. It may be necessary, however, not so much to disarm in
advance certain critics as to defend the manner in which it is written.
Immersion in oriental philosophical writing over a period of years
has led the author to believe that much of its attraction for Western
readers resides first in its exotic terminology, and sccondly in its
apparent and to some extent inevitable vagucness. Words such as
Nirvana, Karma, Vedanta, and Maya produce, it scems, an ctfect very
much like that of hypnosis, above all perhaps upon thosc to whom
their meaning is upknown. And admittedly few ideas of this order
%ﬂ :)c retﬁglllered into English with the precision demanded by
Ie?ﬁfrfgdpfrocr)rsxoﬁ-ﬁ?sd for their own concepts. We have therefore

oducing more than an absolute¢ minimum of

technical terms, ey )
5 en whe . . :
the sectio > re the temptation proved strongest, as in

Hindu sy?tzgsl t};‘\e Upanishads, the Yoga systems of Patanjali, and the
bring home to thn secondly, we have throughout endeavoured to

vague or gencral tzrl;:‘;der that ideas which nced to be rendered in
If, as Patanjal; maint arg often the reverse of vague in the original.
ness, o, as Kapila m ned, there are thirty-six forms of conscious-
are bound to m;sg zlntamed, twenty-five different “‘realitics”, we
thought in the half?: dless subtleties of meaning by rendering their
OW ought we ;OOZCH terms a\{ailable at most in English.
Some of the mqyq .HiaPPfoaCh oriental thought? In the case of

. 3 - .
thq}nnas, Kant, or He ?Ult Western thinkers, such as St. Thomas
€lr works indirect] ge

» We have formed the habit of a hi
. ) ) approaching
Zongtructlon, and pecy c?(7<‘—_have climbed scaffolding of our own
0s. uch Surveys and dizt with awe at the immense cdifices before
;’ glancin at some o tant Scrutinies are not without their utility—
ve r}: € as much; it Woy] ;3 Pages ahead of us, we may presume to
Y80, e vy ) rest dhe regrettable if, from fear of intellectual
O(),k would o have St content with such external appraisal. This
Mefit that jt ma, VC assumed it present form, nor acquired any
p : J Possess, if the aut not based his study as far
48 possible uy 4, 11 the author hac e
HOIDIE upon the un;;uml texts, ‘These are now largely accelsstliorl
) 4f V o’ 20 N il
‘m dﬂ}/ one whe takes the trouble to scc;k them(i foratg(i:ggagistch o
of the [iastern scriptutes has reached in ouf ay
cxcellence. . ine that by reading the
The reader must not %esugr;; ;;O slcilr? g of the Jataka Books, the
Vedic Hymns, a few select =pansoads,

, Part IV.
T Approach to Metaplysies (Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1947)
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Analects of Confucius, and some suras of the Koran, he has assimi-
lated the chief products of oriental thought. Thc? corpus of Eastern
literature is enormous; it is said—to take a minor example—that
only one ten-thousandth part of T°ang poetry has been translated 1
What Mr. Gai Eaton calls in his recent book the “richest vein®2 wj]]
not be quarried in our lifetime. We have so far merely scratched the
surface. At the same time, it is evident that people in the Occident
are becoming increasingly alive to the necessity of studyin
oriental culture. That the condition of oriental studies still remajng
far from satisfactory is gencrally admitted. When the government
signifies its alarm on the subject, we may fairly assume that a critical
stage has been reached. The findings of the Scarborough Com-
mission as set forth in its Report published in 1947 were such as to
spur the authorities to strengthen the oriental departments of our
universities. And although such provision was pronounced to be
desirable in the ‘“national interest” and as part of our “imperial
responsibilities”—a somewhat belated recognition in view of the
powerful movement towards autonomy in Asia—the motives
behind it are on the whole good: for Asia is more than half the
world in terms of population, and the Western domination is now
at an end. We have ceased to teach; it is time that we should learn,

It is often assumed that a people may be best understood by
reference to its political history and geographical situation. The
efforts of modern nations to understand one another are dictated to
a large extent by fear: and when international conflicts periodically
break out, frantic appeals are launched for the services of mission-
aries, modern language teachers, historians, and archaeologists. We
know only too well how, in spite of these efforts, nation can still
fail to understand nation to an extent that may spell disaster.
The truth is that a people consists in that in which it believes. While
it may be very difficult to discover what its beliefs are—and for such
investigation scepticism and infidelity are as important as faith
itself—all other information or evidence as to a people’s likely
behaviour is insufficient, and may prove seriously misleading. It is
possible that much of the turmoil associated with the “British
connection” in India was due to a failure to appreciate the import-
ance of this aspect of the Indian character, if aspect is not too slight
a word: the failure in India was at bottom a religious failure.?
Even if religion were the “illusion” that Freud declared it to be, as
distinct from the oriental view that all is illusion except religion, the
fact of belief would need still to be taken into account: for if a man

! The T’ang dynasty (618-905 A.p.) was China’s most civilized epoch.
* The Richest Vein: Eastern tradition and modern thonght (Faber, 1949).
3 Cf. T. S. Cliot, Notes Towards the Definition of Culture (London, 1948), pp. 64—5.
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thinks something to be true, this conviction, however precposterous,
will inevitably influence his conduct. The words of Gceorges Sorel
are particularly relevant to a study of the oriental mentality: ““Les
religions constituent un scandale particuliérement grave pour Pintellectialiste,
car il ne saurast ni les regarder comme étant sans portée historique, ni les
expliquer.t”’

The author, while conscious of the book’s many faults, must

inevitably remain unconscious of many more. Those who hold the
beliefs that are here outlined, or who reverence the figures that have
been portrayed, will find much with which they disagrec. The
concluding chapter will likewise evoke criticism from thinkers in
both East and West, and for this the author is not unprepared, and
may even be grateful. From one sort of defect, and that perhaps the
most odious of all, he believes himself to be exempt. No one can
accuse him of adopting an attitude of superior flippancy towards
those who, if not among the world’s saints, have come ncarest to
attaining perfection of character; or of holding up to ridicule and
derision ideas which, according to modern canons, appcar to lack
both reasonableness and consistency. He may even and with greater
justice be chided for having taken certain doctrines too scriously,
and for having attempted with too great a show of carnestness to
credit the earliest of thinkers with profundities which they never,
could we but know their minds, sought to compass. Aduwnit. All that
can be hoped, if such be the case, is that our modern thinkers and
those who succeed them will persist in being at least as frivolous as
Ikhnaton, as superficial as Confucius, as shallow as Shankara, and as
complacent as the Buddha.

With this brief exhortation addressed to the learned, the author
commends his work to those who, like himself, fecl that they have
something yet to learn. He cannot claim that the book was written
throughout in ideal conditions; no condition is ideal that is within
reach of a modern newspaper. But if he mentions that certain
chapters were written ovetlooking the Dents du Midi and others
within sight of the Iles d’Or off the French Riviera, he may at the
same time hope that something of those pleasing prospccts has
affected his treatment of a subject that needed all the stimulus and
inspiration that he could muster.

E. W. F. ToMLiN

Paris,
October 1951.

1 Réflexcions sur la Violence.



THE GREAT PHILOSOPHERS: THE EASTERN WORLD
INTRODUCTION

Characteristics of oriental and occidental thonght

HOSE who approach the philosophers of the Orient after a

deep or perhaps cven a superficial study of Western thought
cannot fail to be struck by one salient featurc. Whereas so many
Western philosophers, cspecially of the modern cra, dwell upon
minute technical problems and appcar to avoid generalizations about
the universe as a whole, the great philosophers of the Orient never
lose sight of the fundamental problem, namely that which concerns
life’s meaning and purpose. From the oldest of coherent philo-
sophical speculations in the Hindu Vedas and Upanishads to the
sages of modern India, the quest not so much for certainty as for
truth has continued without relaxation. Nor has this preoccupation
been confined to a few men of distinction, learning, or piety in
each generation; it has exercised the minds of those anonymous,
patient, toiling millions with which, to the Western eye, the Orient
is peopled. Hence the much-quoted and commonly accepted dis-
tinction between ‘“Western materialism’ and “Eastern mysticism”.

When we come to examine closely the thought of the oriental
philosophers, we find that such a generalization needs to be quali-
fied. Eastern thought has its materialistic aspect, just as Western
thought has its strong vein of mysticism. Furthermore, an extreme
form of idealism such as involves the denial of the reality of matter
itself is likely, by way of reaction, to turn into its opposite. For
example, a theory which repudiates the existence of the human body
is found upon examination to be largely concerned with the preser-
vation of physical health. Buddhist mysticism, commonly supposed
to be among the purest and most exalted forms of idealism, is linked
with a theory of knowledge that would satisfy the most diehard
Western materialist or positivist. Finally, in contrast to the upright
and noble Confucius, the Orient can produce more than one
distinguished “moralist” whose cynicism and cunning go far beyond
anything preached by Machiavelli himself.2

Those elements common to both Eastern and Western thought
should confirm us in the belief, so often repudiated, that the human

L E.g. Kautilya Chanakya, adviser to the Indian ruler Chandragupta (c. 322-298

B.C.); also Yang Chu (c. 390 B.c.), and Hsun-Tze (305—235 B.C.). For the latter, see
Chapter VII.

15



6 7 INTRODUCTION

mind is everywhere one and the same, or at least that it operates in
the same way. We should therefore avoid overdoing distinctions.
That an Andaman pigmy and a Middle West farmer in the United
States should employ a different system of logic is inconceivable,
though they clearly start from very differcnt assumptions. What
lends to the study of Eastern thought its particular fascination is the
fact that it is not merely vastly older that Western thought but that
it represents far more of a continuity. To survey the long history of
human thought is to observe that Western philosophical enquiry is
merely an offshoot, though a flourishing one, of the oriental parent
tree, just as Europe (in the phrasc of Paul Valéry) is mercly a tiny
cape jutting off Asia. This is no doubt the reason why European
thinkers such as Schelling and Schopenhaucr and also Gocthe and
Tolstoy have been struck, on making acquaintance with Eastern
philosophy, by its amazing profundity. It is indeed profound; and
its profundity is that which results from having deep roots.

Presuppositions of oriental thonght

The remarkable continuity of oriental thought, the long-
hallowed tradition of speculation upon ultimate values, have been
responsible for a further popular notion, namely that the oriental
mind is essentially static. Here again the phrase may have meaning
when applied to industrial organization, or methods of hygienc, or
even diplomatic practice; it requires considerable qualification
when applied to the oriental conception of life. That conception is
not static; it were better described as rhythmical. It does not
repudiate changelessness, but rather it is obsessed with the idea of
eternal recurrence. To try to determine that which originally gave
rise to philosophical speculation in the world, and when first it took
systematic form, is no doubt a dangerous and possibly a futile game;
but as far as the Orient is concerned, the process of animal and human
generation, the rhythm of sowing and reaping, and likewise the
daily miracle of the sun’s birth and death, would appear to have
suggested at least one ancient metaphysical doctrin, namely that
of the “transmigration of souls”. This doctrine indeed has been
preserved by Indian thought from remotest antiquity.! Accepting
it with neither question nor proof, such innovators as Gotama
Buddha merely sought to deepen its significance and to prescribe
means of diminishing its terrors; for it is a doctrine at once terrible
and sublime. Nor did a sceptic such as. Mahavira, founder of the
Jain religion (599-527 B.C.), succeed in loosening its hold on the
common people. For what after all is the doctrine of transmigration

! Some of the reasons why it should for so long have obsessed the oriental mind are
analysed in Chapter V.,
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save a belief that the law applying to almost everything in nature
applies likewise—and perhaps pre-eminently—to the soul of man?

So thoroughly has the oriental mind been preoccupied with
this notion of reincarnation, or the sempiternal rebirth of the
human soul in an infinite number of guises, that the chief task of
every great Eastern prophet has been to show how such intolerable
recurrence might be avoided. And since so great an evil could
hardly be expected to yield to an early remedy, it was felt that the
annihilation of desire—if possible at all and even if possible only
after repeated experiments—was not too high a price to pay for
final release from consciousness. Instead of being calmed and
soothed by the notion of perpetual tranquillity, the Eastern mind is
merely tantalized by it. What the Eastern sage or fakir remains
most clearly aware of, at least this side of the condition of Samadhi,
is the storm and stress of instinct, passion, and desire. Men do
not perpetually talk of inward peace if they already have it as an
inalienable possession.

In the history of Western thought there is a thing called phil-
osophy and there is a thing called theology; and it has usually been
possible, except during certain periods such as the Middle Ages, to
distinguish between the two. In the history of Eastern thought
there is only a thing called theology. This is true even of the
humanist thought of Confucius and Mencius, which is merely an
ethical doctrine become detached from the religion providing its
sanction. Philosophy pursued as a secular game, a technique to be
acquired at a university or extra-mural seminar, a recipe to enable
the student to be formidable in argument, is not merely a Western
product, but a product of quite recent date. In the Orient it is
impossible to be a philosopher without being also a sage. In the
Occident it is not only possible, it is highly to be recommended.
For it is difficult to be a sage in Europe on an income of less than
several thousand pounds a year.

Philosophy and Myth

. Although we have stressed the futility of seeking to explain the
origins of philosophical thought, it is not unreasonable to suppose,
following the Italian philosopher Giambattista Vico, that such
thought or systems of thought originated in an ambience of myth.?
There is a logical, if not a temporal, priority of imagination to
thought; and so long as philosophy remains associated with religion

1 The state of final release from consciousness. See page 214.

? For further treatment of this subject the reader is referred to the extremely in-
teresting essay entitled ‘““Myth and Reality” in the volume Before Philosophy, cd. Frankfort
(Penguin Books, 1949).

B



18 INTRODUCTION

or with mysticism, so long will it remain wedded to myth. In
Western thought the divorce between philosophy and myth took
place at least as early as Aristotle’s reaction against Plato; and no
doubt the importance assigned to myth in Plato’s philosophy has
led certain commentators to suppose him to have becen immersed
in Eastern lore, and even to have undertaken sccret journeys to
Babylon and Persia. As Western philosophy developed, Christianity
filled the gap created by the expulsion of the pagan deitics, or at
least their retreat, as it were, “underground”. And when, at the close
of the Middle Ages, the intellectual influence of the Christian faith
began to wane, the purely mythical impulse reasscrted itsclf, but
thereafter in association with the adventures of the ncw scientific
hero called Matter. No doubt the philosophical impulse properly
so-called, i.e. the disinterested enquiry into reasons, causes, and
evidence, first took its origin from the clash of tribal myth, whether
as a result of conquest, natural fusion for defence against man or
nature, travel, or exogamy.! The claims of rival deitics, then as now,
had to be debated and assessed in human courts. The growth and
refinement of man’s reasoning faculty is the consequence of divine
muluRHcity.

It is tempting for the historian of Western thought to attribute
;lgii tﬁiliufli)ilrre?eqtal qualities of the Io_nians, their curiqsity and
alone, Nows en\crlilgy’ to the fagior 1?f envu(:io.nmcnt and environment
how much it o intgi?lerét is a blanket word; we arc never quite sure
il : ed to cover. If, however, environment means

Py geographical conditions, then these are never a “cause” in
any prthodox sense of the word. To assert that man is the product
9f his sprround}ngs is to say he is part of them, in which case there
1s nothing positive to be surrounded. Environment in the strict
'%%I;f:nlihzhf cause of that which man chooses to make out of if:,
beauty of tﬁ?’féltlc Hellenist has drawn our attention to the idyllic

mness, clagit rctgk cquntrymde and coast, suggesting that such
vided di,rcct iri[ 0 quthne and atmosphe'nc m.Jrnmousness”. pro-
explain hor 1spiration to .the carly Ionlap tbgkers, he fails to

P g OW It is that only with Thales of Miletus in the 6th century-
:ﬁilulago?i (C;reeks begin to respond to this particular form of

_— . ommunities hvlng in circumstances no less pro~
pitious have been temarkable for their lethargy and lack of achieve~
ment. The mixture of races, the growth of trade, the experience
of seafating—these were presumably the decisive factors in the
emergence of the Jonian spitit of enquiry: for what people having
made contact successively with Egyptians, Phoenicians, Chal~

ie. compulsory marriage outside the tribe.
2 We would refcr the reader also to the chapter on Islam.
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daeans and Babylonians, nations so diverse in customs, language,
and type, could have failed to make comparison one with the other,
and having compared, to judge, and having judged, to co-ordinate?

The Unitive Vision

We should therefore look upon Western thought as the point
at which the oriental imagination became articulated into action,
just as the churches of Christendom are the practical manifestation
of Eastern mysticism. The growth of applied science is similarly an
inevitable accompaniment of the Western philosophical approach;
for we can act only in a world that we believe to be both real and
worth inhabiting. Now characteristics such as reality and value
are precisely those which Eastern thought, with certain exceptions,
refuses to ascribe to the natural world. Similarly, the philosophers
of the Occident, with even fewer exceptions (such as Schqpenh.auer),
assume that man’s primary duty is to cultivate his conscious life, to
increase his awareness of the world of sense, with the object of
achieving mastery over his environment. Compare the oriental
attitude. So far as Hinduism and Buddhism are concerned, the aim
is to effect an escape from consciousness, to obliterate awareness of
the sclf, to doubt even to the point of negation the reality of the
world of sense. An exception is that of Chinese thought, which is
on the whole individualist, humanist, almost egocentric, certainly
familocentric, Nor can we ignore the paradox of the Hindu sage or
fakir who, by his very isolation and eccentricity, comes in time to
assume that very “individuality” which he is striving so obstinately
to renounce.

In the chapters that follow we shall under.take to survey the
history of oriental thought from the earliest times, using as our
landmarks the great figures who have deserved, more even than in
the Occident, the name of leaders and sages, and of whom a great
number seem morc than human in their personality, and some few
of almost divine-human compound. The Western mind has tended
to separate the various faculties of man, just as it has separated the
sciences, the literary gesres, and the various professions. A man is 2
poet or an aeroplane fitter. Biology is a science 1n its own right. This
plece of verse is a lyric. We have a category into which everything can
be fitted, and knowledge is sometimes identified with the capacity
metely to read the labels. The Orient has eschewed this tendency to
separation. Its philosophers are at once poets, moralists, statesmen.
Its religion is a blend of poetic myth and precise reasoning. Know-
ledge is more than a collection of information; it is a species of
visionary wisdom. We in the Western wotld have for too long
remained blind to this unitive viewpoint.
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The Morfzi)gg of Reason

Wri A
Cxpresrslgg%ﬁ at the'tn:ne of the French Revolution, Thomas Paine
Europe ands C}?anV]Ctlon that .“a mOrning of rcason” had dawned in
rolled b’ack,l that the dark night of superstition was being finally

which enasw ?e‘trlge first “morning of reason’? That is a question
philosophers, an dr CC?S};?d to puzzle historians, anthropologists,
eXpression s at Il)lsyc ologists. It must have taken place, if the
history and po 'l:l accurate, long beforc. the carliest recorded
deducc’fmmg_. Ssli Y.Ca_fller'than such pre-history as we are able to
to know » saich Plal{mqg, implement, menhir, or b‘:‘arrow. I want
Steps by’ ot oltaire in his Essas sur les Moenrs, ““what were the
indeed do we g]] rInen passed from barbar{sm to c1v1hz.atlo.n. So
gation, whe b. n spite of great progress m'agc'hac.ologxcal investi-
Sumerian BIT) y at least half a dozen civilizations—Egyptian,
“ﬂcovercé abylonian, Hittite, Cretan, gnd Drav1d1aq—have been
Voltaise: : We are no nearer to answering that question than was
o0 find : we merely know how muc}} f.a.rther we have to go back—
men already to some extent civilized.

h he evidence of art is misleading. The cave pictures and even
the sculpture of the Paleolithic or Old Stone Age (from ¢. 100,000
B.C.) 1S supetior, judged on present evidence, to anything produced
uring the New Stone Age (¢. 5000 B.C.), save perhaps in respect of
pottery; and not merely may the cave paintings of the Dordogne
and Andalusia be accounted exquisite masterpieces, but they are
s:learl‘y part of a tradition already of some antiquity. We cannot
Imagine them as either isolated “sports” or the works of some
extraordinary genius. It is possible that the works of genius have
perished, and that these are merely the conventional efforts ot
joutneymen.

Of the earliest writing we must speak with similar reservation.
Whether script was used first for recording numbers, symbolized by
plain strokes or fingers (digits), or was merely an abstraction from
some kind of gesture-pictography such as the Chinese Ky-wan, W€
may l<:gitimatcly assume that its development and perfection pré-
Supposes a considerable unwritten, unrecorded, prealphabete
civilization. An eminent authority, Dr. David Diringer, believes
that the Alphabet as we now know it must have been invented 10
Syrio-Palestine about the middle of the Second Millenium s.c., but
the, Egyptians were using an alphabet as early as 3000 B.C. That
WIting was originally an art or craft for the few, or at least for
recording recondite and select subject-matter, may be deduced from
the antiquity of the word Hieroglyph, which means literally a «sacred

1Cf. The Rights of Man (1791).
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lost its arcane

carving”’. Nor has the activity of writing altogether sent day, still

significance in a society which, like that of the pr€ those who
respects the literary as opposed to the merely ht.emter, it is mis-
“write” as opposcd to those who can write. Fl_qﬂl > f tribes or
leading to draw inferences from the mental condition o ause our
pcoples contemptuously labelled “savage”, if- only bfcrevisiont
conception of savagery has lately undergone considerab efmcthOdS
partly as a result of the emulation by some civilized peopleso aress O
hitherto regarded as primitive, and partly because th? prog otions
anthropological studics has disposed of certain persistent 1
concerning the “irrationality”” of much primitive culture.

Moreover, the “savages” whose habits have been
recent times are thosc already undergoing corruption
with Western civilization: a contact that has tended first tO ©
ize them and then as often as not to bring about their extinc
Certain practices conventionally associated with primitive cu
such as magic and even sorcery, are now regarded as b}'. no means
confined thereto, but rather as forming an element in all civilization.
Indeed, their absence or neglect, or worst of all thelr deliberate
eradication by rationalist-minded persons, may be the cause of
serious harm to a civilization’s stability. And that is anot.her reason
why Western readers should seek a better understanding of 'the
thought of the Orient, where the dissociation of religion and
philosophy, magic and science, has been achieved with much less
violence than in Europe and America.

studied in
by contact
to demoral-
tion.1
lture,

The Notion of a Golden Age

Sooner or later the enquirer into the origins of enquiry itself
finds himself speculating upon the possibility of some kind of fall
from grace, some cataclysm whereby mankind, hitherto the child
of nature, was obliged to fend for himself, to ‘“stop and think”, to
assume the burden of freedom. From such a moment, it would
seem, philosophical speculation must have begun its limping career.
The story of the Flood, regarded by our devout ancestors as a
legend, has become for their sceptical successors a historical reality;
and if the researches of Sir Leonard Woolley in Iraq do not prove
the Biblical account of Noah and the Ark, at least they suggest its
symbolic truth.2 For our present purpose we need not ask whether
the so-called Fall of Man was a historical occurrence, or whether,
as the Higher Criticism tended to suggest, it was a purely spiritual
one (whatever that may mean). What we need to ask is whether the

1 Anthropologists have devoted insufficient attention to ascertaining the ‘“savages”
own definition of ‘‘savage”. The results might be illuminating.
2 For an account of the various Flood legends, see Chapter II. e ee—
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society anterior to this Fall represented, as is usually assumed, a
kind of Golden Age. Why the natural or uncivilized should
necessarily be more peaceful, screne, or desirable than the
“unnatural” or civilized is assumed more often than proved. In
some very interesting books Professor Perry has stated a case for
supposing there to have existed a pre-civilized condition of man-
kind, not too incredibly remote, in which war, even inter-tribal
scrapping, was entirely unknown.

Such a theory, if true, does not necessarily entail the view that
social life was one prolonged idyll and had remained in this condition
from the beginning. From inspection of the carliest known (and
therefore probably quite “late”) legal code, that of Hammurabi, for
instance, we obtain an impression not of simple dealings or straight-
forward human relationships, common disputes or obvious means
of redress, but very much the reverse: a contentious, right-con-
scious, sophisticated community, in which men quarrelled and had,
always been known to quarrel as much as they do now, and prob-
ably took the law into their own hands more frequently. The rule of
““an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth” was probably the common
law of ajntiquity, though not the only law, if we may judge from
the earliest known legal document (now in the Egyptian section
of the British Museum), dealing with a case of disputed inheritance.
The mote “natyral” human life may be, the more painful in many

* TESPECts 1t becomes. If we find hints in Hesiod or cven Plato of a
remote Golden Age, we need not accept their implied suggestion
that it was g Jife of undiluted bliss and serenity. The Golden Age,
as H. J . assingham-ﬁhally concludes in his brilliant little study?, is
mankin I’s vague memory of its own youth: hence we must locate
it af N0 Particylar point in time. But if we could recapture in their
identity the feelings experienced in youth, we should recognize that
period f‘{r what it is, namely 2 time of mental and physical distress
from.whlch we longed to be delivered. The Golden Age is golden
only in fetrospect, and merely gilded upon examination.

* The Golden Age: the story of human nature (London, 1927).



CHAPTER I
THE EGYPTIANS

A Young Science

HE insight gained during the last century into Egypt’s past

has altered our whole conception of history. We may also ask
to what extent it has altered our conception of moral and philo-
sophical thought. For apart from its antiquity, the civilization of
Egypt differs from all other known civilizations in at least two
respects: in its length and in its continuity.

As the story of Eastern philosophy begins with such specu-
lations as have been preserved in Egyptian records, we are now
in a better position to enquire how far back in the past man’s efforts
at ordered thought can be traced. For we are curious to know what
evidence there is of civiligation—meaning thereby an ordered
system of society dominated by a coherent view of life—having
antedated the existence of written records, and by what conceivable
stretch of time.

In order to answer these questions, it will be useful to touch for
a moment both upon the rediscovery of ancient Egypt, or in other
words the history of the young science of Egyptology, and upon the
reasons for the fact, now largely accepted by historians, that Egypt
was the birthplace of philosophical speculation as we know it.

Apart from the extremely interesting and largely accurate
account of Herodotus, the Greck historian (484-425 B.C.), and of
certain other Greek and also Roman writers, very little contem-
porary information about Egyptian life and culturc has come down
to us. It is truc that we may derive much valuable information from
both Testaments of the Bible, and we shall later be able to observe
the extent to which Hebrew civilization was based upon that of
Egypt. Unlike Greece, Rome, and Isracl, however, Egypt produced
no great historians and few reliable chroniclers. Of the latter, an
Egyptian priest named Manetho, who lived between 300 and 250
B.C., compiled a list of Egyptian kings from all but the earliest
times; or rather, since his work has survived only in fragments and
transcripts, this list of rulers is the one contribution to knowledge
with which he may fairly be credited. It took the form of a division
into dynasties, such as our history books and museums have made
tolerably familiar; but this division, which was never very enlighten-
ing to the non-specialist, has proved misleading. In the first place it
suggested, what was not necessarily true, that the kings grouped ina

23
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particular dynasty belonged invariably to the same family. Secondly,
it failed to make clear that certain dynasties, instead of preceding or
succeeding one another, were, in consequence of political rivalries,
contemporaneous. Thirdly, being based upon incomplete evidence,
it began to number the dynasties from the beginning of what
historians now call the Second Union (roughly 3500-2631 B.C.),
thereby omitting to take account of any previous social epoch such
as that which has now come within the purview of Egyptologists as
the First Union.

The modern study of Egyptology was the by-product of a
venture inspired by motives far removed from thosc conventionally
associated with research. When Napoleon invaded Egypt in 1797
he took with him a large party of savants, chiefly scientists and
archaeologists. With whatever degree of sincerity Bonapartc himself
embraced oriental ideas—at one point he proclaimed his intention
o.f becoming a2 Moslem, and it appears that in spitc of certain
disqualifications (the authorities finally decided that circumcision
was not an indispensable condition of embracing Islam) he was
officially admitted to the faith—his band of research workers made
good use of their time. The publication in 1809 of their learned
Description of Egypt is evidence of this. Perhaps the most valuable
result of the expedition, however, was the discovery by a French
officer, who happened to be working at Rosetta in the Nile Delta, of
a basalt stone bearing an inscription in three different scripts. As one
of these scripts, Greek, was known, the scholars were able to trans-
late: forthwith what proved to be a decree issued by Ptolemy V
Epiphanus (205-181 1.c.). The presumption, which in due course
proved correct, was that the other two scripts, namely Hiero-
glyghlcs and a more popular cursive script called Demotic, carried
a fajthful rendering of the Greek version. Nevertheless, the process
of transliteration and translation raised a variety of difficulties.
Ppbhshed in its entirety in the above-mentioned report, the inscrip-
tion on thq Rosetta Stone, which is now in the British Museum,
long exercised the intelligence of scholars in every Europecan
country, particulatly Germany, England, and France. But it was to a
young French student of Egyptology, Jean-Frangois Champollion
(1 790-1832), that we owe the inscription’s final decipherment.

Something of the magnitude of Champollion’s achievement may
bt‘: judged from two circumstances. In the first place the text ran on
without regard to division between words; and, secondly, neither
Champollion nor any other contemporary scholar knew at the
outset whether hieroglyphic signs represented ideas, sounds, or
syllables: in short, whether they were ideographic, phonetic, or
metely syllabic. Nor did the expetts realize, save after prolonged
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deliberation, that the hieroglyphic script was in fact based upon a
combination of ideographic and phonetic characters, some of the
latter acting merely as aids to comprehension rather than as elements
in pronunciation, a fact which Champollion originally deduced from
the preponderance of hieroglyphic signs over the Greek. To
mention all the problems with which Champollion was confronted
is unnecessary; we may merely note that it took him fourteen years
to “break” the hieroglyphic code, and another ten to acquire
sufficient familiarity with the language to compile a grammar and
dictionary—tand incidentally to kill himself with overwork. By
1822, the learned world was putin posscsSiOﬂ of the means of under-
standing, however partially, the mind of ancient Egypt. Not since

the closing of the Egyptian temples in the 2nd century A.p. had
access to such riches been possible.

Egypt as the Cradle of Civilization *

The story of Egyptian excavation, which naturally received
fresh impetus from the mastery of hieroglyphics, has been a record
of patience and surprise, with no small admixture of romance.
Moreover, it is 4 story to which new chapters are being added year
by year. A new discovery on the banks of the Nile seldom fails to
provide material for journalists, since Egyptian archaeology has
received a good press in both Europe and America; nor is any
European museum regarded as complete without its painted coffin
or even its tattered mummy. Beyond the fact that the Egyptians
practised the art of embalming and built enormous pyramids,
however, the general public is not always aware of what it is that
these industrious people achieved. No doubt the origins of thought
and the first awakening of a moral and social conscience are less
dramatic than the unearthing of a tomb or the ptising open of a
sarcophagus.

For our purposes we are interested in the Egyptians as being
the first people, the first nation even, to debate those moral issues—
issues of good and evil as applied to life itself, and issues of right
and wrong as applied to human conduct—with which we are
equally concerned today. Although man had perhaps been in
existence as much as a million years before the first recognizable
“literature” was produced, we cannot in the present state of our

. >
knowledge conceive there to have been any similar attempt at

cohcrent. phllosophizing before that of the Egyptian sages. The
B:::bylomans, as we shall see, were in certain respects original
thmkers‘ and even more original scientists; but their religious
speculations early assumed a superstitious character from which
tew positive or fruitful conclusions issued. Finally, the civilization
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of Elam probably antedates by several hundred years that of both
Babylon and Egypt; but, apart from the potter’s whecl, we know of
no specific contribution to civilization made by that obscure people.

Why, then, Egypt? Can we explain how it was that a country
so oddly endowed, if not victimized, by naturc should have become
the “cradle of civilization’’?

Without entering into physiographical details, we may begin
by pointing out that after the slow desiccation of North Africa at the
beginning of the Neolithic period (¢. 5000 B.C.) Egypt remained a
comparatively protected area, That the Nile Valley has been
inhabited by man from the very earliest times is now generally
believed. Excavations begun as long ago—or as recently—as 1894
have furnished us with a good deal of information conccrning the
prehistoric inhabitants of the Nile Valley. Many of thesc people
must have sought that fertile region as drought overtook them and
their flocks. Of the characteristics of the Paleolithic! inhabitants ot:
Egypt we know little, though archacologists do not despair of
finding a skeleton from which the original Egyptian might be known.
Such cemeteries as have been unearthed suggest that the Egyptians
of the Neolithic petiod and onwards were assured of at Icast one
of the conditions of civilization, namely a continuity of food
supply. No other people on earth had, it appears, enjoyed this
privilege before. Furthermore, they had learned both to work
metals and to domesticate animals ; and from their burial customs
it appears that they nourished that unshakable belief in an after-
life for which, as their culture developed, they sought by diverse
means to equip themselves. In due course we shall sec how their
attitude to this world and the next affected the development of
moral ideas.

Ever since Herodotus called Egypt the “gift of the Nile”, it has
been customaty to fegard that country as the happy product of
purely physical conditions, as if man had scarcely a hand in the,
matter. This is a serious misapprehension. Egypt is an oasis (itself
an Egyptian word). Now anyone familiar with desert country knows
that such oases, however well situated, depend for their survival as
inhabited areas upon the exertions of man. Where man chooses to
live, there he make§ life tolerable, and where he is forced to live,
there he will make life possible. That the fertility of Egypt depends
upon 2 regular inundation, caused by rainfall upon the hills of
Abyssinia swelling the White Nile from June onwards, is only a
half-.trutl.l- Such a gross surcharge of water and mud, though
varying in quantity from year to year, would prove as much of a

1i.c. the enormously long petiod preceding the Neolithic, and beginning about
§00,000 B.C.
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menace as a blessing were it permitted to reach the Nile Delta
unchecked. Indeed, we know from various ancient records that the
Nile, its flood assuming unusual proportions, has several times
brought havoc upon the land. The ten plagues described in the
Book of Iixodus probably represent, as Flinders Petric has well
shown in his book Egyp# and Israel, successive phases of such a
catastrophe. In short, the survival of Egypt is due to a work of
man, namely irrigation. That is as truc today as it was five, ten, and
perhaps a hundred thousand years ago.

"Traces of the irrigation system of ancient Egypt show it to have
been a highly intricate organization. And when we consider that the
land, being 2,000 kilometres long and only a few kilometres wide,
contains no more than 30,000 square kilometres of cultivated soil
(i.e. 35 per cent), we perceive that the problem of irrigation is
nothing but a problem of government, and z/ce 2¢rsa.! To ensure not
merely the control of the vearly inundation but its equitable distri-
bution, the government of Egypt nceded to be both strong and
centralized. That is to say, the Pharaoh was obliged to use all
possible means, including the assumption of divinity, to cnsure his
political authority. From the point of view of administratidn, how-
ever, the land divided itself naturally into small districts or #omes, of
which there were forty; and more than one ancient papyrus affords
us an insight into the tyranny which local rulers, believing them-
selves secure from governmental supervision, might occasionally
wield.? A common danger, which in Egypt’s case was the danger
of extinction, is an unfailing means of unification. Thus it happened
that Egypt, once the sources of its strength and weakness were
understood by its people, developed not merely the first major
social organization (the population of ancient Egypt was probably
about seven millions), but, as we have pointed out, the most
enduring human society so far known. Precisely how early the
first unification of Egypt took place was not realized by those who,
accepting the original order of dynasties, dated the reign of King
Menes from about the year 3300 B.c. It is to modern archaeologists
such as Flinders Petrie and Breasted that we owe our knowledge,
such as it is, of the First Union, which is thought to date from at
least 4000 B.C.3

It is the custom to honour the astronomer who detects a new

! On the narrowest part of the Nile at Kummeh (east bank) may be seen the mark
of the River’s level made by a 12th D

nasty Pharaoh 4oo00 years ago. It is about 30 feet
higher than the level reached today. yhwsly Shdc00y ge 3
% See the story of the Eloquent Peasant, page s54.

20n a fragment of the royal annals in the Cairo museum, Breasted discovered

representations of kings of the pre-Dynastic period wearing double crowns, symbolic
of this catly union.
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planet, the chemist who isolates a new clement, the physicist who
propounds a new law of nature. For reasons which arc not apparent,
we seldom appreciate the achievement of the archacologist or
historian who discovers a new age. This is regrettable, because
nothing is at once more exhilarating and chastening to the mind
than the opening of a new vista in the past. If we cannot yet say
how or why civilization began, we are at least better able to tackle
these questions once we know, as we now think we do, when it

began.
. No writer has done more to throw light upon the origins of
civilization and the development of thought than the American
archacologist J. H. Breasted. A life devoted to excavation in the
Middle East, and particularly in Egypt, put him in the best position
to unde;take that revision of historical perspective which recent
discoveries, both his own and other people’s, had rendered
necessary. In defining what he called, not inaccurately, the New
Past, Breasted drew attention to the fact that civilized life, as we
understand it, must have grown up in the thousand years between
3500 B.C. and 2500 B.C., the period of the Second Union. To grasp
fr?areémt? an epoch is not easy; but some idea of its uniqueness
mag zealzgrf:cmted from the fact that Europe, at thlS‘ time and fo,r;'

rcz.)srte dfl ties ?ftef, was still in the Stone Age. By c1v1hgat19n
based upg;n:;anly implied two things: first a social organization
scions Purposem: measure of law and order, and secondly a con-
least a gron f,n}J]matmg that order, whereby the citizens, or at
conduct evé)noif them, seem bent upon pursuing certain ideals of
than in the Obsen: e latter should be more honoured in the breach
) ance,
spade hsasgif&i;ilddeﬁnjti_on is important, because the archacologist’s
at least as olq g ‘151 ev1dfence of several civilizations older than, or
Babylon, Of these at of Bgypt: for example Sumeria, Elam, and
meantime we Wwe shall have mote to say in due course. In the
civilization nog mey fxamme Breasted’s contention that Egyptian
but substantial] rely O}I;Iasted and perhaps outshone every other,
ebrews, to ch c;iontln uted, through its influence upon the
thousand years the :iv‘_’—l,oprpent of our own. During this unique
though with nothin ‘?'ﬁza“}?ﬂ of Babylon was likewise developing,
intellectua] Jines Bu% 1he tde same continuity and along much less
thought of Bab.y lon>WLit1 oes our Western civilization owe to the
ptiated by the Hebr.ews1 o Tnc?iugh’ save that which was appro-
which; 25 we sav was o (;lf)lcblll lng the story of the great Floqd,
in the MesoPotarr’lian bgsin? T}L - ?lf 2 myth than a real calamity
' See al . e code of Hammurabi, in spite of
80 Chapter II, page g6.
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its enlightened provisions, does not represent a milestone in ethical
thought as do the remarkable Egyptian documents to which we are
about to turn.

Civiligation written and mritten

It will be clear that the civilization to which we refer is exclu-
sively a written civilization. Some historians have maintained, or at
least assumed, that civilization began with the invention of letters.
Thete is no rcason to suppose that this was so. The impulse to
collate, to compile, to record, probably finds expression at the point
at which civilization, as hitherto defined, is already some way
advanced, perhaps even beyond the stage of maturity, certainly
many centuries aftcr birth. If, for example, we are right in assuming
that the First Union in Egypt dates from about 4000 B.C., it is
hardly surprising that no written records should be found until at
least 1,500 years later. Morcover, no public monuments belonging
to this epoch have been discovered. But we should consider a
further point: how many years of experiment, of temporary or
abortive alliance, of diplomatic manceuvre, of competition for
leadership, of the ousting of tivals, of the expulsion of foreigners,!
must have passed before that first national union, so evidently
precarious, was itself achicved? We possess no materials for answer-
ing these questions. All we can say is that the civilizing process,
having come to so early a climax, must have started earlier than we
can at present conceive, or so early as not to have had a start at all,
if by that we presuppose an epoch of human life devoid of even the
most elementary organization. If, however, we presuppose such a
condition of mankind, we are faced with the further mystery of how
man should have succeeded in issuing from it: a mystery almost as
difficult to solve as that of the evolution of man from animal
creation.

These matters, apart from their inherent difficulty, hardly come
within the scope of our study. What is more relevant, though
equally involved in difficulty, is the question as to why man, having
evolved a technique for recording his thoughts, should have pro-
ceeded to develop them with such rapidity that within a few
thousand years he. should have acquired his present control over
nature. More interesting still, if a great deal less reassuring, is the
problem of why his moral vision, which apparently awakened five
thousand years ago, should have failed to keep pace with his
technical. accomplishments: a fact so indisputable that the very

1The Egyptians made a distinction between “men” (i.e. themselves) and

“foreigners”, just as the word for the “land” of Egypt also meant the “earth” (i.c.
the civilized wotld).
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statement of it has become a platitude. It is truc that material
progress had enjoyed a start of several hundred thousand ycars, and
that the development of writing was as much a stage on its journey
as the development three thousand years later of printing, and the
discovery five hundred years later still of radio. But, as Breasted
has pointed out in his book The Dawn of Conscience, thc cvolution of
moral thought in Egypt during the Sccond Union represents the
farthest point to which such speculation can go in the absence of
religious revelation. In this millenium of cthical reflection, we have
something that had never taken place before. Men were systematically
meditating on their destiny for the first time. To their implements,
adornments, and techniques, they were now adding somcthing
" totally different from any of these, namely a moral conscience.

The Memphite Drama ) .
How old and important an oral tradition of philosophizing there

must have been, at least in Egypt, can be inferred from the “oldest
written thoughts” known to us. These are embodied in what 1S
called the Memphite Drama (from Memphis, the ancient capital of
Egypt), which was written, so Breasted thinks, by pricsts from
Heliopolis in the middle of the fourth millenium B.C. We do not
possess the full text of this remarkable piece of literature; and its
preservation, even in mutilated fragments, is the gesqlt of happy
accident. Its history is briefly as follows. The Ethiopian Pharaoh
Shabaka, who reigned in the 8th Century B.C. (he was a contemporary
of Isaiah, and is called So in the Old T¢stament), ordered the ancient
text to be copied from an old papyrus and inscribed on a black stone,
where such a valuable “work of the ancestors” (for so he signifi-
cantly called it) might the better be preserved for future genera-
tions. This block, now in the British Museum, was unfortunately
used for many years as a nether mill-stone, so that along with the
corn of many generations patt of its message was ground away-
Even so we possess enough of the text to enable us to judge tO
some extent of what is omitted.

That the most ancient recorded thoughts should be concerned
witha d@scus.smn of Right and Wrong is a fact of very great interest.
Nor is it without significance that the discussion should be con-
ducted partly. in dramatic form, thereby tending to confirm the
religious origin of drama. But what, at first reading, strikes us most
forcibly about this production is its extreme complexity. Here, we
have to remind ourselves, is the beginning. Here is the infancy
of thought. Here, more than two millenia before Thales, is the
expression of an ordered view of life, yet couched in language
suggestive of a tradition many centuries old. In other words, here
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is something very like mature philosophy: thought which, formu-
Jated by many minds, is so much a common possession as already
to be anonymous. These circumstances alone prove that, long before
writing was invented, organized and systematic thought had begun.
What writing chiefly served to do was to cstablish an orthodoxy, a
norm. It thus became a necessary agent of social stability, a means
wheieby the communal mind was informed and directed. Without
wtiting we should view the past not as historians but as archaeolo-
gists; it is in the latter capacity, indeed, that we survey the develop-
ment of man from the Palcolithic period until the age of which we
speak. Writing is a means to spiritual continuity, and spiritual
continuity is a condition of history.

The piecing together of the text of both the Memphite Drama,
and the highly abstruse philosophical discussion that follows it, has
been a triumph of multi-national scholarship. We cannot here do
more than summarize its contents, which, properly understood,
throw light not merely upon the mentality of the Egyptian people of
that distant age, but upon the development of philosophical specu-
lation. There is something peculiarly exciting about examining a
work of such extreme antiquity, the very nature of which was
unknown until a few years ago. A new country of the mind is
thereby revealed to us.

The piece begins with an invocation to the god Ptah. Now Ptah
was the local god of Memphis. Originally, as one among many
gods, he served as the patron saint of craftsmen; but eventually he
assumed a pre-eminent position, no doubt as a result of being
identified with making or creation in general. When King Menes
subdued both Upper and Lower Egypt, it appears that he promoted
Ptah to a position hitherto occupied by the Sun God himself. The
reason was that Memphis had become, and was long to remain, the
capital of united Egypt, in the forming of which Ptah had shown
himself a master-builder.

How was it that the Sun God had traditionally wielded such in-
fluence? The question is easily answered. Egypt owed her geograph-
ical survival to two natural forces, the waters of the Nile and the
rays of the sun. Consequently her people came to deify both. The
Sun God, Re, whose headquarters were at Heliopolis (Greek: “Sun
Town”, originally called On), was traditionally represented by a
falcon, .the bird that was thought to fly nearest to heaven. As a
convenient symbol, a winged disc was often employed. The Nile
god, on the other hand, was god not merely of water but of the
fertility that the river was known to produce; and as the power of

. 1Ch “Language makes it possible for man to be historically” (Holderlin, quoted
in Heidegger’s Holderlin and the Essence of Poetry, 1936).
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this god increased with the perennial evidence of his bounty, so he
came to rival the Sun God, and to assume many of the latter’s
characteristics. The name of this rival was Osiris.

To return to the newly-promoted god of Memphis. Was the
invocation addressed to Ptah merely a matter of form, a conventional
reverence? It appears not. For the qualitics ascribed to him are
highly original. Ptah is described as “‘the heart and the tongue of the
gods”. Why, precisely, “heart” and “tongue”? Are these merely
stereotyped metaphors? Scholars would suggest otherwisc. By
“heart” the Egyptians meant something very like “mind” or
“understanding”, while by “tongue” they referred to “speech’ or
“expression”, particularly that form of expression which is official
ot ex cathedra. To be both “heart” and “tongue” is therefore to be
not merely the interpreter of the gods in plenary session, but the
divine mind itself engaged in the act of creation by giving concrete
expression to its thoughts.

Such a notion may seem rather abstruse. It undoubtedly is. It
becomes more intelligible, however, if we try to understand what
the priests, in issuing such statements, had in mind. From inspection
of the whole text and from what we know of early Egyptian thought,
it seems clear that the priestly authors are engaged in a discussion
of how. the world began, i.e. what originated it. Now whatever we
may thmk. of their manner of expression, we cannot deny that they
were tackling an eminently reasonable problem—a problem to which
the early Greek and Hebrew thinkers likewise addressed themselves
and to which we in our day have been able to give no ready answer.
The beginners of thought at least began at the beginning.

Itis to the nature of their answer to this question that the modern
st_udent may be inclined to take exception. Most text-books of the
history of philosophy begin with the speculations of the pre-
Socratic thinkers of Greece, whose object it was to discover the
original element, or group of elements, from which the world of
nature was detived. Thales maintained that the world was ultimately
derived from water; Anaximander that it was derived from a kind
of mist; Anaximenes that something even vaguer, called ‘“‘the
boundless”, was that from which all things originated. To out
sophisticated minds these answers appear elementary, far more so
no doubt than they teally were, for the Tonian philosophers must
not be considered simple just because they put forward simple
solutions. Nothing is less simple than genuine simplification. The
Egyptian thinkers, who lived about thirty centuries earfier than the
Greeks, envisaged the problem in very different terms. They main-
tained—and we must not dismiss the answer as absurd without
glVlIlg it careful attention—that the universe Originated from
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thought: not so much thought in general as a particular kind of
thought, a realized, objectivized, or incarnate thought.

Before commenting upon this apparently novel idea, let us look
once morc at the text. Here, as later, we quote from Breasted’s
translation. Ptah, we are informed, acting on behalf of all the other
gods, “pronounced the names of all things, created the sight of the
eyes, the hearing of the ears, the breathing of the nose, that they
may transmit to the heart. It is he (the heart) that causes that every
conclusion should come forth, it is the tongue which announces the
thought of the heart . . . Every divine word came into being through
that which the heart thought and the tongue commanded; and thus
the stations (official positions) were made, and the functions (of
government) werc assigned, which furnished all nutrition and all
food”. And later: “Thus was it found and perceived that his (Ptah’s)
strength was greater than all gods, and thus was Ptah satisfied after
he had made all things and every divine word”.

The above extracts summarize an idea, which, like many similar
notions in Egyptian literature, undergoes considerable repetition.
Boldly vested with the Sun God’s functions, Ptah is proclaimed
the Creator and Mover of all things. His creative organs are heart
and tongue, the respective seats of intelligence and expression.
Everything in the world, therefore, is the embodiment of realiged
intelligence, whereby it “came into being”. The world, we may note,
was not created as if by magic; nor was it created merely according
to an intelligent plan; it came into being and is continually sustained
in being by the active operation of intelligence, which is the breath
of god. Moreover, Ptah, surveying his handiwork, was “satisfied”,
i.e. like the God of Genesis, he “saw that it was good”.

In order to understand ancient philosophy we neced to be pre-
pared to do two things: first we must learn to become accustomed
to unfamiliar terminology and secondly we must be ready to believe
that our ancestors were in most respects as adult and mature as we
are. There is much heedless talk about the “childhood of the race”,
as if men had remained for centuries or even millenia in a condition
of infancy, from which they struggled to adolescence about the time
of the Renaissance and have since grown up. That the brain-power
of homo sapiens has undergone any marked increase since the earliest
times has yet to be proved. If mere size should be a reliable criterion,
we have the startling fact that the cranial measurements of the
Cromagnon man (about 20,000 B.C.) reveal a brain fifty per cent
larger than that of his successors. We live in an age which, impressed
with the power of technics, tends to approach the problems of ex-
istence from a materialist angle; but we have only to reflect for a
moment to perceive that much of our intellectual background has

C
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been formed from very different traditions. The priestly authors of
the Memphite Drama are not, upon closcr examination, so fantastic
In their speculations as they at first appcar.

An Early Version of a Familiar Idea
For nearly two thousand years the congregations of Christian
churches have listened, with varying degrees of attention, to the
opening of the Fourth Gospel, “In the beginning was the Word,
and the Word was with God and the Word was God”. How many
realize the history behind these words-—thosc particular words, that
Is to say, apart from the new mecaning which they are given in the
Gospel? For, as we know, the writer goes on to makc a statement
which, given the conventional philosophical idcas of the time, must
have seemed both new and challenging. Having declared that in the
beginning the Word was with God and indced nas God, he proceeds
to claim that as a result of the Christian revelation the Word has
become incarnate and “dwelt among us”. Now although the
authorship of the Fourth Gospel has been ascribed to St. John, we
do not know for certain who wrote it. Nor do we know for certain
when it was written. We assume, on the basis of the recent discovery
of a fragment of papyrus,? that it was known in Egypt carly in the
2nd century A.D., which is much earlier than somc experts ha
supposed. On the other hand, we think we know for certain why it
was written. Composed originally in Greek like the other gospcls,
the Fourth Gospel was intended primarily for Greek readers. It
therefore employed the kind of tcrmipp]ogy with which the intelli-
gent Greek would be naturally farmhgr. Moreover, it invoked a
particular tradition of thought into whu;h the Christian gospel was
henceforth to be integrated. In the beginning was the Logos, and
the Logos was one with God. Now, however, the Logos had been
made flesh and was one with man. Hence the incarnate Logos,
Christ, was also Immanuel, “God with us’.2
What meaning attaches to the term “Logos” in Greek
philosophy? It occurs first in the fragmentary speculations of
Heraclitus, and there it means a creative principle, a kind of fertiliz-
ing thought, an agent of divine energy. We find it later in Plato, who
uses it to denote that aspect of God’s creative power which results
in the multiplicity of His works; the Logos is the agent of variety, but
of ordered variety, not mere profusion. The concept of the Logos
also had its parallel in Hebrew thought, sometimes personified as
the Divine Wisdom. Indeed, it appears that this Wisdom idea,
though reinforced by Greek thought, had already a long and

X CE. .An unpublished Fragment of the Fourth Gospel. Bd. by C. H. Rob
2 This idea is discussed further in the Conclu‘:ion. Y ODerts, 1955
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authentic Hebrew history; and this prompts us in turn to ask’
whether the Hebrews, who experienced so much Egyptian influence,
did not owe some part of the idea to early Egyptian thinkers. In
short, the authors of the Memphite Drama, being priest-meta-
phvsicians, were probably the first elaborators of the Logos concept.
What we do not find preposterous in Plato, in Philo of Alexandria,
and in the Gospel according to St. John, should hardly cause us
surprisc and perplexity in these early Egyptians. If surprise there is,
it is not so much associated with the idea itself as with its remark-
ably carly expression. Man’s first written thoughts are concerned
with the power of thought itself.

If the Memphite Drama and discourse contained no more than a
series of metaphysical statements, the interest of these works would
be limited. But there is a great deal more to the text than that. Just
as we have here the first metaphysics, so we have the first ethics, or
morals. Sincc that is a gigantic claim to make in respect of any
ancient inscription, we must remind ourselves that written words
must long ago have been spoken, and longer still debated in the
mind. In the case of moral questions, we must presuppose many
generations of varied human experience; for men do not begin
systematically to reflect upon problems of conduct until they have
become aware of a conflict of loyalties, and can readily distinguish
between obligation and self-interest. Even today this distinction is
not always recognized, and there have been philosophers to whom
its denial has been a matter of passionate concern. What strikes us
as particularly interesting about the Memphite philosophers,
however, is that they are seeking to establish a divine sanction for
moral conduct. “Life,” says the text, “is given to the peaceful and
death is given to the guilty”: a statement which, though ambiguous,
is clarified to some extent by the later definition of the peaceful as
“he who does what is loved” and of the guilty as “he who does
what is hated”. In endeavouring to reconstruct the message of such
early thinkers we are naturally dependent upon a rendering which
we trust, but do not know, to be exact. The greatest scholars, with
characteristic humility, admit as much. Thus Breasted’s master
Erman, one of the greatest of Egyptologists, suggested that “he
who does” should read “he who makes”. This interpretation would
alter the sense of the passage by introducing the notion, not in
itself unreasonable, of a god who ¢reated good and evil. Sethe,
another German Egyptologist, prefers to believe that the role of
God is that of distributor of rewards and punishments, giving life to
those that do his will and death to those that do not. If, as Breasted
thinks likely, this interpretation is correct, we may gain some
insight into the prevailing moral ideas. In the first place, it is clear
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that morality is already a socia/ thing, and therefore susceptible of
social regulation. Of two possible lines of conduct, onc only is
approved by the city and therefore by the city’s god. Sccondly, it
follows that God is the kind of being to whom the conduct of
human creatures is a matter of real concern. He is not simply a figure-
head, a champion, a civic patron, still less a vaguc mectaphysical
entity like the God of Aristotle. He is a judge and guide, the friend
of the good and the enemy of the unrightcous.

At this point we must issue 2 word of warning. Conduct ordained
by a god, or prescribed by priests or rulers, and demanding perhaps
no more than external observance, is admittedly not what we mean
by morality. It is rather social custom, an outward thing. This
distinction is important. The Memphite priests possessed no doubt
a very strong vested interest in thc maintenance of custom, or, given
their status as servants of 2 new master, in the establishment of new
custom. But what is distinguishable is not necessarily different.
Features that became clear and articulate in morality are alrcady
present implicitly in custom. Like many a later ruler, the Pharaoh
may have camouflaged his own personal wishes by representing
them as having been ordained by God from all eternity. Hammurabi
did the same. We know from the inscriptions on tombs and pyramids
that the greater the Pharaoh’s claim to divinity, the more intensely
the people worshipped him. Whereas the Popes of a later civilization
claimed to be the vicegerents of God, the Pharaohs of the early
dynasties claimed to exercise powers so far-reaching that natufr€
herself was subject to their influence. Nor need we assume that all
absglpte rulers, yesterday as today, are animated by motives of
cynicism, cloaking their power with extravagant propaganda in
which they do not personally believe. In the majority of cases the
Pharaoh was as convinced of his own divinity as were his subjects.
The latter were obliged to obey him; he was obliged to obey himself.
To sustain his immense responsibilities, however, he needed the sup-
portofapriestly casteengaged in the perpetual assertion of his divinity-
We shall sec in due course how the one Pharaoh to rely exclusively on
his own belief in himself was very soon deptived of power.

The Memphite Drama, if correctly interpreted, shows the world
of nature or the cosmos to be the product of divine intelligence.
Both _agncplture and government are therefore the revelation of
such intelligence. God, in fact, has not merely thought man into
being, but, in thinking him, thinks through him, and thereby guides
him in the acquisition of such techniques as those of cultivation and
husband{ry'. The divine origin of arts and crafts, together with skill
in exploiting natural phenomena such as fire, is reflected in the
mythology of almost every known culture. But the Memphite
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Drama is concerned with more than God’s infinite creative powers;
it is concerned likewise with the duty of man towards God. God
actively thinks man; man, in turn, must actively think God. He
must maintain his fellowship with God through prayer; for prayer,
as the dictionary tells us, is not merely the making of a request, but
a summoning to onc’s support.

Here it may be worth pointing out that Western philosophy,
especially that of the last three hundred years, has almost completely
lost sight of this communion of intelligence with intelligence, which
is at the basis of so much ancient thought, even that which appears
at first sight to be purcly materialistic, such as the religion of the
hunter of North America, with its visions and asceticism but
obvious utilitarian aim.

The rile of the Pharaoh

There are few religions, and few cultures likewise, that do not
look back to some pre-eminent human figure, the founder or rather
the interpreter of its faith. This figure may be a personified force of
nature, like Re the Sun God; or wholly mythical, like Prometheus;
or a historical figure, like Christ or Confucius; or semi-historical,
like King Arthur. Similarly, he may have lived once, or he may be
subject to reincarnation or palingenesis. Such a figure was the
Egyptian Pharaoh. His person was doubly sacred: he was the
embodiment of the Sun God and therefore a religious figure, and
he was the symbol of United Egypt, and therefore a political one.
Moreover, he was the object of a mythology so ancient and elaborate
that even in the time of Herodotus the rites connected with his
person were already shrouded in mystery. Today, although we still
know very little about Egyptian religion, we understand much that
puzzled former generations, whose ignorance of-hieroglyphics was
frequently combined with an approach best described as “positivist™.
That is to say, they were inclined to dismiss as ignorant super-
stition anything which failed to conform to their notion of what was
progressive and enlightened. We now know that the so-called
primitive mind was the reverse of simple and childish, just as we
realize that primitive art was often more subtle and skilful than that
of the so-called Western “primitives”. Modern savages, if carefully
interrogated, will be found to believe not that civilized mankind is
cleverer than they, but that it is simply more wicked and corrupt, the
slave of evil powers. If we examine the mythology that surrounded the
petson of the Pharaoh, we shall find much to excite curiosity but little
to cause derision. This mythology will not merely shed light upon the
originofethical thought;it willexplainhow suchhighly elaborate meta-
physicalsystemsasthat of the Memphite Drama came to be formulated.
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Most ancient of the gods of Egypt was IHorus, the Falcon or
Hawk god. Like many other gods of Iigvpt, he was originally a
local deity, the divinity associated with the town of Idfu in Upper
Egypt. Even so, he was not simply a god of provincial significance;
he was the local embodiment of the Sun God himsclf, pictorially
represented, as we have scen, first by a falcon and later by the
winged sun-disc. If the falcon was the sun, then too the sun was a
falcon, traversing the sky from ecast to west in the course of each
day: an image later employed with numecrous variations, the dead
Pharaoh and his heavenly barque somectimes taking the falcon’s
place. The carliest Egyptian legends known to us are concerned
with a titanic struggle between Horus and his cnemy Seth or Set,
who is usually portrayed as a dog or an ant-cater. This is presum-
ably a symbolism of the struggle, renewed cvery twelve hours,
between night and day, in which the cyc of day is repeatedly put
out. Hence the later myths concerning the miraculous powers
which this particular member could confer, and the frequent
appearance in Egyptian paintings and tomb engravings of a stylized
image of an eye, the celebrated “cye of Horus”. '

The process of transformation—or, perhaps more strictly,
transmogriﬁcation—whcreby Horus became identificd with the son
of Oksiris is as fascinating to trace as it is difficult to explain. All we
can say is that Osiris, originally a god of vegetation or perhaps cven
a tree (his mother was Nut, the sky-goddcss), scems to have come
.in time to symbolize the idea of fertility in general. He was asso-
ciated with the underworld because of the upthrust of natural life
from the nether regions, and he was on thc same analogy asso-
ciated with the Nile jtself, as being both the source of Egypt’s
prosperity and, like the sun, believed to parallel its worldly course
by traversing the underworld. In the earliest legends the dead
Osiris was brought to lifc by receiving the eye of Horus, his son.
In time the figure of Osiris was represented as possessing the power
not merely of communicating life to others but of absorbing into
himself the power of other gods, until his prestige almost exceeded
Fhat of Re. A school of theologians finally arose whose object was to
impose the worship of Osiris over that of all others.

This deliberate imposition may be traced in the numerous
hieroglyphic inscriptions in the pyramids of Sakkara, which are
known as the “Pyramid Texts”.! First brought to light in 1880 with
the exploration of the pyramid of Pepi 1st, these texts date from about

21tis worth noting that, except for those at Sakkara, the Egyptian pyramids contain
neither Inscriptions nor diagrammatic carvings. The attempt by certain religious
sects to foretell historical events from the Pyramids, especially the Great Pyramid or

Pyramid of Cheops at Gizch, is bascd upon measurcments of passages, chambers, etc.,
from which wholly arbitrary deductions are made.
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2600 B.C.; but Egyptologists are agreed that they contain material
belonging to a much older period, for certain words and expressions
are so archaic that we possess no clue to their meaning. What interests
the student of Egyptian theology, however, is that certain texts
originally composed in praise of the Sun God have evidently been
later rewritten to praise Osiris. There is frequent evidence of actual
substitution of one name for the other. In certain pictures, for
instance, we find Osiris holding court and issuing judgment from a
throne situated in heaven, which is frank evidence of usurpation.
Nor was the elevation or apotheosis of Osiris merely the result of a
theological argument in which the solar theologians of Heliopolis
were temporarily defeated, as happened in the case of Ptah. Every-
thing for which Osiris stood—the rhythm of the seasons, the reality
of death and renewal, the functions of the “good” earth—was the
daily experience of the common people. Consequently, Osiris was
their god, a god whose habits they understood, and whose favours
they might ask with some hope of requital. Osiris became in effect
the god-king of Egypt, the president of a country that was itself a
sort of recurrent miracle.!

To suggest that the worship of Osiris altogether overshadowed
and excluded that of the Sun God would be to misunderstand the
workings of the religious consciousness, particularly in ancient
Egypt. In cases of this kind—and such parallels may be found in every
civilization—there is no absolute exclusion, but merely the blending
of functions and characteristics: in this instance the Osirianization
of the Sun God and the solarization of Osiris. Theology lays down
a terminology and believes that it has established uniformity of
worship; but what is worshipped is worshipped in the freedom of
thp individual conscience, and few theologians have been able to
withstand the pressure of popular devotion consecrated by time and
responding to an instinctive need. When at a critical moment in
Egyptian history an attempt was made to impose a new and purified
form of Sun worship, the experiment was short-lived, not because
the Pharaoh responsible for this innovation was devoid of character,
but because the doctrine was too clear-cut to permit of that latitude
and ambiguity whereby the common people, though nominally
orthodox, are able to continue their cherished worship. The
Egyptian fe/laheen were not the only people in history, nor the most
primitive, to pay lip-service to the sun, while privately propitiating
a god of earth and water, virility and fecundity, darkness and terror.?

1 .
. The Egyptians were tbc one people who would not have accepted the statement
of Jean Cocteau that “un miracle qui dure cesse d’étre considéré comme tel”.

*In the carliest of the Pytamid Texts Osiris is represented as being no friend to
man,



40 THE GREAT PHILOSOPHERS: THE EASTERN WORLD

If we were writing a detailed account of Egyptian mythology,
we should need at this point to retell the story of Osiris’s death, the
floating of his corpse down the Nile, its rescue by Isis, his sister and
wife, its dismemberment by his brother Seth (whose mutilation of
Horus we have already described), his restoration by Isis and his
consequent return to life. This story, which survived Lgyptian
civilization and became part of the mythology of Greece and Rome
and did not perish with the Christian era, assumed various forms.
In most of them, indeed, Osiris comes to life only to renounce his
rights in favour of his son Horus. Having abdicated, he then
descends to the underworld. But the traditional antagonism between
Horus and Seth still continues; and when Horus proclaims himself
Pharaoh, Seth brings what is virtually a legal action against him at a
trial at which all the gods are present. This challenge is directed not
so much against Horus’s title as ruler over Egypt as against his
claim to be the son of Osiris. The point is interesting, because early
versions of this and similar legends clearly date from a time when
paternity was not properly understood. Thus a son such as Horus
could be born impossibly long after his father’s death. When the
myth came to be rationalized, the revival of Osiris was made to
serve the secondary purpose of enabling him to beget Horus in the
normal manner. His presence is thereafter no longer required
outside his nether kingdom.

The Pharaoh, then, was Horus, and the new Pharaoh was
simply Horus reincarnate. Because he was Horus incarnate, the
Pharaoh was the source of national life and health; and, since the
existence and prosperity of Egypt were dependent upon a seasonable
rhythm, the Pharaoh was obliged to perform such ceremonies as
would ensure the regularity of inundation and ebb, and even of
night and day. Never, as we have said, was a ruler so weighed down
with responsibility as was the Pharaoh, and never were a people so
concerned with their ruler’s welfare as were the Egyptians. Nor did
their solicitude end with death: it merely assumed a new form. Since
the dead Horus needed food, implements, means of transport, and
even entertainment, the pyramids were built to ensure his preserva-
tion for as'long‘as the world was thought likely to last. The purpose
of these gigantic structures was not so much to keep the Pharaoh
imprisoned as to provide him with an earthly pied & terre to which
his soul could return at will. Every pyramid was therefore provided
with vents for entrance and exit, together with a lifelike statue,
which the soul on its visits to the earth could inhabit, or at least use
as 2 means of self-identification. The entrance of the Great Pyramid
points directly to the Pole Star, for the dead were supposed to
inhabit that region of the sky.
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From the Pyramid Texts we learn a great deal about the Egyptian
conception of immortality. At first it appears that the Pharaoh alone
could attain to cverlasting life. Indeed, the extraordinary inscrip-
tions on certain of the pyramids suggest not merely that the Pharaoh
was regarded as deserving immortality as of right, but that the
repetition of this fact must necessarily help to promote his future
well-being. :

As Breasted has pointed out,! the Pyramid Texts, though
mortuary inscriptions, mention the word death only in two sorts of
context: first to deny its reality as applied to the Pharaoh, and
secondly to assert it as the inevitable fate of his enemies. The
Pharaohs are addressed with almost frantic ejaculations, as in the
case of King Pepi: ““This King Pepi dics not. Have ye said that he
would dic? He dies not. This King Pepi lives for ever. This King
Pepi has escaped his day of death. Raisc thee up, O this King Pepi,
thou diest not”, and so on. Apart from such rhetorical phrases,
which were carved in the stone with a delicacy and precision that
still excites our wonder, there are graphic accounts of the mannet
in which the Pharaoh, having renounced human life, ascends to
heaven. As Horus, this ascension may seem unexpected. Should the
Pharaoh not rather descend to the nether world and become one
with Osiris? He should and he does—at least in the earliest Egyptian
myths. The headquarters of the Sun God was Heliopolis, and the
Heliopolitan priests, the authors of the Memphite Drama, acquired
increasing influence with the Pharaoh at Memphis.? During the
Pyramid Age it became the convention to represent the deceased
Pharaoh as being ““ferried over and set on the east side of the sky”
(i.e. the side from which the sun was born every day and whence
came all similar gods), though admittedly he might also fly heaven-
wards or ascend upon a golden ladder. Thus one text reads: “O
men and gods! Your arms under King Pepi! Raise ye him, lift ye
him to the sky! To the sky! To the great seat among the gods!” And
the final goal of this journey, however undertaken, was first his
meeting, and, after due trial and judgment, his actual identification
with the Sun God. While the Pharaohs clung to their official solar
religion, however, the reputation of Osiris was growing among his
people, until it gave rise to precisely that re-editing of the Pyramid
Texts to which we have referred. After the close of the Pyramid
Age, Osiris, being no longer confined to the nether world, is himself
translated to the skies and becomes the Supreme Judge. In the latest
Pyramid Texts, as Breasted shows,® he is sometimes reprcsented

1 The Dawn of Conscience, Chapter V.
2 Memphis is only twenty-five miles from Heliopolis.
3 The Dawsn of Conscience, Chapter VIII,
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as climbing the ladder to heaven. Now this is a double promotion.
Not merely is Osiris about to greet his mighty rival thc Sun God,
but he has taken the place of the traditional climbing figurc of the
Pharaoh. The two faiths have telescoped.

This meeting of two streams of belicf is not a mere compromise
engineered by theologians. It has a morc profound significance.
Although we cannot hope to penctrate the innermost thoughts of
those whom Herodotus called “the most rcligious of all men”, we
can refrain from extreme assumptions regarding their mentality.
Partly through the influence of history primers long out of date,
and partly through unwarranted inferences from surviving relics
of the past, we are inclined to assume that a monarchy such as that
of Egypt must have been a monstrous tyranny; that structures such
as the pyramids could have been built only by a system of slave-
driving of unparalleled severity; and that the cvidence both in
Egypt and elsewhere (such as Sumeria) of wholesale public sacrifice
excludes the possibility of these communitics having enjoyed the
smallest degree of social liberty. Such assumptions ought to be
questioned.

When we represent the pyramids as having been con-
structed by slaves, cowed and driven by force, we ought to ?ISk
ourselves what undertakings of this magnitude arc achieved with- .
out compulsion, whether wielded by a single master, which is rare,
or by a guild or union, which, though formed perhaps with the
object of combating despotism, comes to exercise in course of time
a measure of constraint. In such communal undertakings force is
employed not so much in achieving the object directly, as in induc-
ing men effectively to associate together for that purpose. At the
onec extreme there is slave-labour with its problem of association; at
the other cxtreme there is the free group with its inevitable pro-
portion of grumblers. Nothing great is achieved wholly volun-
tarily. Even the solitary worker bent upon work to which he is
passionately devoted will have his moments of lassitude and dis-
couragement when (to employ the obvious expression) he must
take himself to task. Believing implicitly in the sacredness of their
ruler, and regarding his dead presence among them as more signi-
ficant—more beneficent even—than his living one, the people of
Egypt no doubt erected the pyramids by a common effort of will, an
upsurge of devotion.

And if the sound of the lash and the knout were heard
to mingle with that of chant and incantation, so the building
of the great Christian cathedrals cannot have been achieved without
much goading and verbal blasphemy. In a conscript army there
must always be many who would prefer not to fight: but such
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elements must experience the extremes of resentment before they
start shooting their ofhicers.!

We have already obscrved that the Pharaoh, before approach-
ing the realm of the Sun God, was obliged to face the judgment of
the gods. Earlicr still, in the legends of Horus, the idea of trial and
judgment was no less clearly conceived. To ascribe so great a
measure of responsibility to the most powerful man in the land
may seem unusual, since we find a tendency throughout later history
for the strong and powerful to evade this burden. Although there
have been rulers such as Marcus Aurclius, Ashoka, and Saint Louis
who have taken their job extremely seriously, they are the exception
rather than the rule: responsibility has been attributed lower down
in the social scale. That moral obligation was early recognized at
the summit of Egyptian socicty may have something to do with the
stability and duration of that socicty: for if Toynbec’s “challenge
and response” thcory of history is right, the socicty most morally
tough will clearly be in a position to respond cffectively to any
challenge. What the student of thought will find particularly
interesting is the casily traccable process whereby moral responsi-
bility underwent a sort of democratization, the ordinary individual
gradually becoming conscious of personal responsibility for the
first time in history. \

How did this moral awakening occur? No satisfactory explana-
tion has yet been given, though we shall suggest some explanations
in due course. We cannot legitimately say that human thought
shows a process of development from concrete to abstract specu-
lation. It does not follow, therefore, that ethical concepts, being
abstractions, must have arisen at a certain stage in social develop-
ment. The carliest recorded thought cannot have been evolved
without the most thorough grasp of abstractions: nor does the fact
that the Egyptians tended also to express their thought in concrete
images prove that their hold upon abstract thinking was precarious.
We have reason to belicve that, psychologically speaking, one
capacity goes hand in hand with the other. Furthermore, we have-
been able to trace what may be regarded as the first abstract ethical
concept evolved by humanity, namely the Egyptian concept
signifying ‘‘Righteousness” or “Justice”. And of one thing we may
be sure: when this concept first appeared it had already enjoyed 2

long history not metely as a vague notion or impression but, to use
the terminology of David Hume, as a genuine “idea”.

11t is iqtcresting to note that of the three great pyramid builders, Cheops, Chefren,
and Mykerinus, we know extremely little. On the basis of the statement “Hai:py is the
country that has no history”, we may venture to believe that their reigns were not
eventful, This would appear to preclude any violent social upheavals or unrest.
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The concept of Justice
The word employed by the Egyptians to signify Justice, Good-

ness, Righteousness, or Truth (probably it significd or included all
four notions, like Plato’s Form of the Good) was Maas. The word
Maat does not occur in the surviving fragments of the Memphite
Drama. There is nothing particularly mysterious about that. The
concept is clearly much older than the sophisticated theological
argument of the priests of Heliopolis; for moral thinking must long
have antedated theological thinking. Something of the antiquity
and veneration in which Muas was held may be judged from the
fact that Justice, as thus conceived, was regarded as the daughter of
the Sun God himself. Hence its diffusion from above—a further
resemblance to the Platonic Form of the Good, which was compared
to thf: sun on account of the latter’s power both to lighten and to
sustain life. This is sufficient to show that Maat, whatever its
individual features, was not just a simple quality, a label to be
pinned on to something worthy of praise. It was the spirit behind,
Or permeating, the universe: the “Way” in the sense so often
employed in oriental thought. For the Hebrews, Maat became
Wisdom; for the Christians, Love—again not merely love of one’s
neighbour or one’s country, but the Amore of Dante, “the love
which moves the sun and the other stars”.
5 Some time before. the beginning of the 18th Dynasty certz}in

gyptian scnbes' copied from an old manuscript a work to which
they gave the title “The Instruction of DPtah-hotep”. Composed
most probably about 283 B.C,, so far as our present knowledge
suggests, this work forms a kind of political testament. Its author, a
Governor Of, Memphis and Prime Minister to a king of the sth
Dynasty, decided, upon relinquishjng office, to compile a summary
of precepts concerning not merely good government but—what
interests us for the moment more—the good life. In a preface to his
work, he asks permission of the king to transfer to his son the
ii)UFhori\t/I){ h_e can no longer exercise ; and it is evidently for the new
thrmlfi:n ull;tStﬁfhthat the Precepts are primarily intended. Addressing

fe 8, - *an-notep declates his firm intention to “speak the words
of them that hearken to the counsel of the men of old time, those
that once heard the gods”, whereip, we obtain 2 momentary glimpse
of a tradition of thought already regarded as exceedingly ancient
and in need of scrupulous preservation, together with hints of a
period of time in which gods and men were on terms of familiarity
and even intimacy, as we see also in the early chapters of Genesis.
The wisdom itself, or such of it as has been preserved, bears a
distinct resemblance to that which Polonius imparted to his son, or
Benjamin Franklin to the readers of his Autobiography. ,
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It is at once shrewd, pithy, incontrovertible, worldly; and this
essential worldliness, this surface brilliance or (in the literal sense)
superficiality, reveals something of the nature of the civilization of
the time. Whatever its corruption and its foundation in servitude,
this civilization must have exhibited a good measure of stability
and order, or clsc the precepts of the minister would have been
irrelevant and even meaningless. In such precepts as “Beware of
making evil with thy words . . . Overstep not the truth, neither
repeat that which any man, be he prince or peasant, saith in opening
the heart”, or “Silence is more profitable to thee than abundance of
specch”, or “Consider how you mayst be opposed by an expert that
speaketh in Council: it is foolish to speak in every kind of work”,
we obtain insight into a world not destitute of manners and social
graces, a society in which the art of pleasing and gaining influence
needed as careful cultivation as now. It is a society in which words
and deeds arc equally important, if not on occasion identical. Social
vices do not differ very much from one age to another.

Save that they are the first moral statements of their kind to be
preserved, though certainly not to have been uttered, the maxims
of Ptah-hotep do not exhibit particular profundity. What impresses
us is their urbanity. They are the fruit of the experience not of one
man only but of many generations of men in office; they may even
be rehashed from a commonplace book. Now it is much more
interesting that the earliest recorded moral maxims should be trite
than that they should be of staggering depth: for nothing suggests
more forcibly that civilization is a great deal older than we ordinarily
believe. Nevertheless, the “Instructions’ are not without their
moments of sublimity, even if such sublimity is merely an example
of the conventional rhetoric of the time; witness the following
phrase, which stands out from the rest with peculiar force: “Great
is Maat: its dispensation endureth, nor has it been overthrown since
the time of its maker.” In short, the foundation, the ground of all
these injunctions to virtue, is a power enduring through the ages,
an eternal value, a force operating not merely in the individual soul,
but in socicty itself. Now this power, though embodied in the
Pharaoh,! is conceived as an abstract concept. Perhaps it is the first
such concept to be evolved in human thought.

That the maxims of Ptah-hotep became part of the traditional
wisdom of Egypt is shown by the fact that they were invoked about
four hundred years later in a document of remarkable similarity.
This document, a papyrus at present in the museum at Leningrad,
is known as the “Instruction addressed to Merikere”. Who was

! Cf. The Pyramid Texts, “King Unis comes forth to righteousness (Maat) that he
may take it with him,” etc., etc.



46 THE GREAT PHILOSOPIIERS: THIE EASTHERN WORLD

Merikere? Unfortunately we know very little about him. He was
the son of a king of Heracleopolis, the town about scventy-five
miles south of Memphis. One of these kings, having overthrown the
ruler in Memphis, assumed the title of Pharaoh. A period of great
disorder followed. The country split up into warring provinces.
The Old Kingdom disintegrated. The result was the collapse of that
political union of Egypt which had already endured for a thousand
years. The king of Heracleopolis who drew up this particular
document seems to have been the most ablc, or at least the wisest, in
his dynasty, for the latter has no other claim to distinction; and
despite the fact that the usurpation of his family had done much to
destroy the traditions of the Old Kingdom, he displays a deep
veneration for the wisdom of the past. Characteristically, the king
begins his address with a reference to Maat: “Truth comes (to the
wise man) well-brewed, after the manner of the ancestors. Imitate
thy fathers, thy ancestors . . . for lo, their words abide in writing”™—
a reference to the wisdom of Ptah-hotep which is confirmed a few
lines later. There follows much strictly political advice, first on the
squect of foreign policy and later on internal affairs. How, asks the
king, can a just system of government be preserved? He proceeds
to answer his own question—by ensuring the material prosperity of
those whose business is to administer justice. “He who is wealthy
in his own house does not show partiality, for he is a possessor of
property and is without need. But the poor man (in office) does not
speak according to his righteousness (Maat), for he who says ‘Would
I had’ is not impartial; he shows partiality to onc who holds his
reward.”? But although the king declares “Make great thy nobles
that they may execute thy laws,” he is careful to add: “Increasc the
new generations thy followers, equipped with possessions, endowed
with fields, entrusted with herds. Fixalt not the son of an important
(-e. “well-connected”) man above a humble one, but take for thyself a man
becanse of his ability.”

Such an approach to the problems of administration might
suggest that Merikere was to concentrate on the means rather than
the end. But this is not so. As the admonitions unfold, we find the
king anxious to drive home an important lesson. “It shall go well,”
he says, “with an impartially-minded sovereign, for it is the inside
(of the palace) which conveys respect to the outside”; and he there-
upon commits himself to what Breasted rightly calls “one of the
noblest observations in ancient Egyptian moral thinking”: “More

! The idea was shared by many others. Cf. for example the inscription on the tomb
of a noble c‘a‘.llcd Mentuwoser who lived in the reign of Sesostris (or Senusret) I (2192~
2157 B.C.), “I was one who heard cases according to the facts, without showing par-
tiality in favour of him who held the reward, for I was wealthy and goodly in luxury.”
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acceptable is the virtue of the upright man than the ox of him that
docth iniquity.” We may remember that his utterance, so reminiscent
of a later wisdom, was written more than two thousand years before
the composition of the Hebrew Psalms, i.c. a period longer than that
separating us from the birth of Christ.

The immortality of the Pharaoh has already been shown, and his
moral responsibility emphasized. But the assumption of immor-
tality is not automatic; his deeds in this world must still be weighed
in the balance. Whereas Ptah-hotep had not considered this fact
worthy of attention, the king of Heracleopolis gives it due emphasis.
No doubt this change in attitude represents a development of the
moral conscience. “Sct not thy mind,” says the king, “on length of
days, for they (the Judges) view a lifetime as an hour. A man
surviveth after death and his deeds are placed beside him like
mountains. For it is eternity which awaits man there and a fool is he
who despises it.”” The idea of immortality underwent a progressive
deepening of significance in Egyptian thought, until it was regarded
as the reward of any man of righteous disposition. “He who comes
(to the other world) without having committed sin, shall live like a
god, going onward freely like the lords of eternity.”

It was perhaps the gradual realization that Aae# alone could
assure eternal life to the individual that led to a popular revulsion
against the values of what we have here called the Pyramid Age.
The Pharaohs of that period clearly trusted to powers other than
Maat; they built and equipped their tombs on such a scale as to
ensure themselves at least pcrmanent material habitation, almost as
if they intended to rid time itself of victory over change. We have
seen, too, that they causcd their servants to cover the walls of these
tombs with a kind of insistent verbal conjuration. The Pharoahs
sought to take the kingdom of heaven by a storm of incantation and
thetoric. To us today there is something absurdly ironic in the fact
that thc.object of all this elaborate construction of stone and chisel,
musk, pigment and ambergris is the one thing that has in many cases
failed to survive, namely the kingly body itself. Only the vessels,

the food, the toilet requisites, the furniture—and the texts—
remain.

The collapse of Materialism

The comrn0{1 notion that the E tians were people who spent
all their time building pyramids andggrlr)lbalnﬁng thgir Iéead ObSCllDIICS
the interesting fact that during centuries and even millenia of
Egyptian history, men looked back on the great pyramids as
archaic monuments, as remains of a civilization whose ideas and
values had long been repudiated. It is true that Egyptian kings
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continued to be buried with elaborate ceremonial up to the time of
the Macedonian conquest (333 B.c.); but the so-called Pyramid Age
ended about 2500 B.C., and soon the enormous area covered by the
pyramids (about sixty miles in length) was nothing but a waste of
sand-strewn masonry. Caesar and Napoleon, looking down UPOS
these monuments, reflected on the transience of human glory an
pride. So also did the Egyptians. To them the sight was ?VCﬁbn}gz
poignant, because it was their own history that lay in ruins be ©
them. No wonder that such contemplation could inspire gg‘”f}’ g £
great depth and dignity. An example is the remarkzca]ble ”(1);)% o
the Harp Player”, which was sung both at funcrals ano,I flslz'i' remens
mori, at banquets. Composed some time during the Ol t\ Igt bas
(2200 B.C.?), this song is not known to us in its entxrﬁ Z:, o
survived in two fragments, one on a papyrus and the othe

walls of a tomb at Thebes :1

How prosperous s this good prince!l

The goodly destiny has come to pass,

The Generations pass away,

While others remain,

Since the time of the ancestors,

The gods who wete aforetime,

Who rest in their pyramids, ) d
Nobles and the glorious likewise departed,
Entombed in these pyramids. . . .

Behold the places thereof
Their walls are dismantled,
Their places are no more,
As if they had never been.

None cometh from thence

t he may tell us how they fare,
That he may tell us of their fortuncs
That he may content our heart,
Until we too depart

To the place whither they have gone.

Encourage thy heart to forget it,

aking it pleasant for thee to follow thy desire,
Whilst thou livest.

Put myrrh on thy head,

garments on thee of fine linen
Imbued with marvellous luxuries,
The genuine things of the gods.

1 The slab is now in the Leyden Museum.
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Increase yet more thy delights

And let (not) thy heart languish

Follow thy desire and thy good,

Fashion thinc affairs on carth

After the mandates of thy own heart.

Till that day of lamentation cometh to thee,
When the silent-hearted hears not thy lamentation,
Nor he that is in the tomb attends the mourning.

Ceclebrate the glad day

Be not weary therein,

Lo, no man taketh his goods with him.

Yeca, none returncth again that is gone thither.

The extract here quoted fails to convey the sombre majesty of even
those fragments that remain; but the reader ‘who is sensitive to
beauty of image and depth of feeling will be struck by two things.
First the cssential thought of the poem has survived translation
from a language as far removed from English as Chinese, and
secondly the thought itself (though not the primary element in any
poem) anticipates that of some of the world’s great poetry. To
suggest that the original of this poem may compare at times with
the great monologuc of Hamlet, to which so much of the subject-
matter is common, as the translation compares almost at times with
a well-known passage in Isajab, is not perhaps an exaggeration.

In the above version, which is that of the papyrus, we have the
expression of a pessimism so profound that nothing save oblivion
can overcome it: “Encourage thy heart to forget it.” In the Version
preserved on the wall of the Theban tomb, which is that of
Neferhotep, a priest of Amon, a more positive note creeps in. Here
the living are enjoined, in addition to “following their desire
wholly”, to ’

Give bread to him who hath no field
So shall thou gain a good name
For the future for ever,

indicating the value to posterity of a good example, but not seeking
to discern the ultimate sanctions of moral conduct. What we have
here, in fact, is a variety of bumanism such as usually follows the
collapse of orthodox religious faith: a humanism which, while
advocating sensual enjoyment of a refined kind, pays due respect to
conventional morality chiefly for the “good name” that it gives a
man. If we wish to find a later parallel for this attitude of mind, which
is a recurring one, we may point to that of such 19th-century
figures as T. H. Huxley, Matthew Arnold, and Emerson. Huxley,
D
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for example, while repudiating traditional religious belicf, clung
steadfastly to traditional” ethical beliet, chicfly perhaps for the
“good name” with which it invested those who conformed to it.
Such an attitude may not suggest the most profound view of
morality; but it does suggest an essentially social view of morality,
because a “good name” means nothing if not a “good name”
among men. Moralists tend to regard the “‘social conscience” as
something that developed only recently, with the abolition of slavery
and the removal of disabilitics on certain religious sccts. From these
fragments of Egyptian literaturc we sce that the social conscience
is as old as history. What is paradoxical about the social conscience
is not so much its astonishirgly eatly emergence as the fact of its
survival among men whose instincts arc predominantly anti-social.
~Tn the light of the above, what may be said to constitutc ethical
or moral progress? One view held strongly until very recently was
that first came a few moral men, and later, largely through their
influence, a moral or semi-moral society. To say that this view was
wholly mistaken would be absurd: we all know that such a thing 2s
public opinion can be cultivated, and that nothing influences public
opinion more than the eloquence (in deeds or words) of a man of
vision. But the more attention we pay to the organization of primi-
tive society, and the more we study comparative religion and culture,
the clearer it becomes that social beliefs, taboos, and habits are
equally things against which the individual leader rebels as things
\ for which he is personally responsible. Both theories hold. Society
' needs to be influenced towards greater social responsibility, greater
\,eﬁorts towards mutual aid: it also needs to be shaken out of collec-
ltive lethargy and public indifference. In a society like that of Egypt,
with its extremely elaborate hierarchy of functions, its rigid social
organization based upon material necessity, and its complex myth-
ology and religious beliefs, the remarkable fact was not that a man
yshould have a social conscience but that he should have an individual
one. What the French sociologist Durkheim called social pression
was felt by the ordinary Egyptian at every point, It is the inner
,experience, the drama in the soul, the individual at war with himself,
,/ for which philosophers in search of the origins of genuine moral
| Perception look. Such an experience was that of Job. Another was
that of the hero of the Bhagavad-Gital Do we find anything com-
arable to such dramas of conscience, at least as regards subject-
matter, in the eatly literature of Egypt?
We certainly do. We find it, moreover, full one and a half
millenia earlier than Job and Prince Krishna. The work in question,
which has been preserved on a papyrus now in the Betlin museum,

1 See Chapter 1V.
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dates from as carly as 2000 B.C.; but we should bear in mind that a
work committed to papyrus probably nceded to be of established
antiquity before such permancnt form would be conferted upon it.”
It is only modern literature that receives almost immediate imprint
and distribution; the classics are almost all transcripts. The text to
which we refer has no title; but Breasted, possibly having in mind
Plato’s definition of philosophy as “the dialogue of the soul with
itself”, calls this piece of “existentialist” philosophy “The Dialogue
of a Misanthrope with his Own Soul”, which is an appropriate
description. The Misanthrope in question appears not to have been
so from birth;\,what_,warpcd his temperament was the series of
calamities that befell him. Of the precise nature of these calamities
we are ignorant, because the relevant part of the papyrus has been
lost: we can only infer that, likc Job, he suffered accident, sickness,
the loss of friends, property, and finally reputation, until it appeared
to him that nothing remained but to “curse God and die”. At the
point at which he begins seriously to consider taking his life the
papyrus resumes the story, but in a novel form. The unhappy man
and his soul are made to confront cach other. The soul begins to
argue with the man. To die, it declares, 1s 2 misfortune; but to die
in circumstances of misery and public exccration is a calamity with-
.out parallel. Why is this so? Becausc a man deprived of means and
deserted by his friends will have neither tomb nor mourper—a fate
which to an Egyptian of this epoch could hardly bear contem-
plation. )

Even so, the richest funeral is at bottom a .mockery, as the
neglected tombs of the Pharaohs and the nobles prove. “My soul
opened its mouth and answered \Yh?}t I had said: If thou
rememberest burial, it is mourning, it is bringing of tears; it is
taking a man from his house and casting him forth upon the height.!
Thou ascendest not up that thou mayest sec the sun. Those who
build in red granite, who erect the sepulchre in the pyramid, those
beautiful in this beautiful structure, who have become like gods,
the offering tables thereof are as empty as those of these weary ones
who die on the dyke without a survivor.” If, in other words, the
physical death of the Pharaoh is as sordid as that of the anonymous
slave who helped build the royal pyramid, no one of sound mind
would willingly hasten his end. Appropriately, then, this part of the
dialogue concludes with a phrase reminiscent of the “Song of the
Harp Player”: “Follow the glad day and forget care.”

In order to appreciate both the merit and the originality of this
document, we have to “think away”” four thousand years of literary

and philosophical achievement. This involves considerable mental
! The funeral plateau (Breasted).
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effort. Even so, the Misanthrope, though shrewd and frce from
sentimentality, has advanced to no deeper spiritual insight than
the author of the “Song of the Harp Player”. But the manuscript
does not end here. It continues in a form of even greater originality.
The prose introduction is succeeded by four poems, cach of which
conveys a stage or phase in the writer’s spiritual progress towards
enlightenment. With self-loathing rather than sclf-pity, the first
poem dwells upon the theme of loss of reputation and good name
in the manner of the “Harp Player”. The image of stinking fish is
employed as an analogy, for the Egyptian would as naturally com-
pate a bad name to the stench of “the catch when the sky is hot” as
we today might refer to a name as “stinking in men’s nostrils”. The
second poem stresses the Misanthrope’s disgust with life from
another point of view. What manner of man, it asks, can be trusted?
Even brothers may prove false, while “friends of today arc not of
love”.. Wickedness abounds, but the malefactors are not brought to
.book. “The gentle man perishes, the bold-faced goes everywhere”.
"Worse still, evil Conduct excites not so much disgust as a tolerant
amusement. Social life is a scandal, because “there are no rightcous”
to whom to make appeal. Monotonously, but with the kind of
insistent emphasis reminiscent of the Psalms, the first linc of cach
verse of this poem runs, “To whom do I speak today?”, just as a
modetn prophet or artist might ask: “What public shall I address?
Who will listen to my message?”
~ In the last two poems, which are unquestionably the best, death
is copgernplated first with tranquillity as the final release from care,
and secondly with confidence as the source of divine justice. Thus
thf: mopd of the early part of the manuscript is dispelled, and the
injunction to forget death gives place to the counsel to accept the
inevitable in the hope that it may lead to something more than mere
s physical dissolution.: Of these poems, the third is undoubtedly the
"most beautiful, as"the citation of even a few lines will show:

{ Death is before me to-day
- Like the recovery of a sick man

Like going forth into a gard .
Death is before me to- df;f en after sickness.

Like the odour of myrrh,
Like sitting undet the sail on 4 windy day . ..

where on one of the few occasions in any literature the contem-
plation of death evokes images the reverse of horrific. morbid. or
distressing. In contrast to the conventional ideis of this and later
times, we have the approach of death compared to the recovery of
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a man from sickness. The entry into the unknown world is likened
to stepping trom the shuttered sick-room into a garden, and so on.
This mood of awakening faith, conveyed in poetry at least equal to
that of the “Song of the Harp Player”, providcs a fitting transition to
the final poecm, which is concerned not so much with the fact of death
as with the dead themsclves. In this final phase of the Misanthrope’s
spiritual pilgrimage the immortals “who are yonder” are regarded
as judges and punishers of the wicked after death. If there is no
justice on carth, then at least there is justice in heaven. Death is not
the end, nor is it a passing into forgetfulness. It is rather the begin-
ning, an cntering upon a mode of living in which good aand. evil
receive their due. Already, in other words, we have arrived at a
stage at which all men are held responsible for theijr actions, at
which conscience has become democratized, and at which a man’s
“dialogue with his own soul” is becoming a recognized theme for
literature. Nor does the concentration upon personal experience

indicate the absence of a ““social conscience”. It is Simply a form of
social conscience, man’s thoughts being “driven jnwards” on
account of the corruption of society. o SR
In the same way, Job was a public figute, a man of substance
and reputation, who, having lost everything capable of making life
worth living, was obliged to consult his own soul ag ,

of life and sqffcring. What is remarkable about the ¢
Egyptian Misanthrope is not merely

but that it forms part of the social con

profound spiritual endowment of the Hebrews. To this subject we
shall return in due course, It is perhaps suflicient to remark that the
Misanthrope, who no doubt died “full of years” like Job, seems to
have arrived at the condition of faith entirely on his own. Unlike
Job, he sought and obtained no interview with God. There was no
whirlwind conference, Nor, at the conclusion of his trials, was he
“blessed more than his beginning” with material possessions. For
him, faith was literally “the substance of things hoped for, the
evidence of things not seen’; for we must remember that with all
his belicf in the supernatural and in tutelary deities, the Egyptian of
this epoch had no conception of a religious revelation open to all
mankind. Faith had nothing but itself to stand upon.

The Defence of Maat

That other documents surviving from this age should reveal a
similar mood of disillusion cannot be accident. The student of
modern literature, intent upon tracing a particular line of thought
or trend of fecling, succeeds by judicious selection in finding all
the evidence he needs; but the selection must necessarily be rigorous

to the meaning
: xperience of the
that it antedated that of Job,
science of a people lacking the
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and it may somctimes be arbitrary. Fence the reversal in cach
generation of the judgments and valuations of the immediate past.
In this scction of our study the situation is totally different. No
arbitrary sclection need be made. The corpus of Ligyptian literature,
though much bigger than is usually supposed, is manageable,
uniform, and now for the most part accessible. We need not juggle
about with it to prove our thcories. We may accept it as it is. A
progressive deepening of moral and spiritual awarcncss crystallizes
out of all the writings from the Mcemphite Drama to the time of The
Book of the Dead. Since almost all these fragments of literature were
prescrved by the court and the pricsthood, a good deal of careful
editing was no doubt undertaken. Iiven so, the body of writing to
have survived is still remarkable, and perhaps all the morc so for its
evidence of increasing spiritual insight on the part of both authors
and cditors: material which, so far as we can tcll, had been assembled
for the first time in history.

Two very interesting examples of this increasing insight unto
the nature of morality date from roughly the period of the Misan-
thrope. The first is a meditation by a priest at Heliopolis called
Khekheperre-sonch. This text was copied by a scribe of the 18t}1
Dynasty on to a board which is now in the British Muscum. To thls
shrewd observer of his fellow-men, the old standards of moml.ltY
have broken down. Unlike the Misanthrope, he appears to nourish
no personal grievance, but merely a professional concern fo_r the
neglect of Maat and the wisdom of the ancestors. “I am mcditatmg,"
he writes, “on what has happened (i.c. his is no imaginary denuncia-
tion). Calamities come to pass today, tomorrow afflictions are not
past. All men are silent concerning it (although) the whole land is
in great disturbance. . . . Long and heavy is my malady. The poor
man has no strength to save himself from him that is stronger than
he.” And so l:xe proceeds in the same vein for many lines, expressing
social disillusionment all the more bitter and dark because it appeared
to be without precedent. The rise and fall of empires and civiliza-
tions is a theme to which our modern historians increasingly
address themselves, until we have come to regard the dissolution of
our own civilization as merely a matter of time, so convinced are
we of its inherent weaknesses. Khekheperre-soneb and his com-
panions were facing the hitherto unthinkable: the disintegration of
a social system tegarded as ordained by God from all eternity and
sustained by His living reptresentative the Pharaoh and the power of
Maat. The phrase “I am meditating on what has happened” evidently
refers to the contemplation of what had never happened before.

The second example is altogether more original. This is the story
of the “Eloquent Peasant”, a lengthy piece of writing preserved on
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a papyrus roll now in the Berlin Muscum. At first sight this tale,
together with the moral which it points, provide a most damaging
criticism of the upper and especially the official classes; for the story
relates how a poor peasant, driving his mules one day near the
cstates of the king’s Grand Steward, was tricked by a wily official
into trespassing and permitting the beasts to nibble the master’s
corn. The peasant’s goods and chattels are scized and he is arrested,
but he dctermines to plead his cause before the Grand Steward
himself. He does so in a scrics of ninc lengthy specches, each more
eloquent and bold than the last, in which the high officials and even
the king are reminded of their duties. To the carlier specches the
Grand Steward either lends a deaf ear, or, goaded to fury by the
impertinence of the suppliant, replics by ordering him to be soundly
beaten. Such chastisement mercly prompts the pcasant to greatet
feats of cloquence. Addressing the Grand Steward in impassioned
phrases, he brings his argument to a climax with these words:

Be not light, for thou art weighty,
Speak not falschood, for thou art the balances,
Swerve not, for thou art uprightness.

To drive home his point, he stresses the fact that justice is not
dependent upon human inclination or whim, but, being eternal,
survives neglect, defiance, and corruption: “Justice (Maat),” he
declares, ““is from all eternity: it descendeth with him that doeth it
into the grave.” After this series of lessons from the least of his
subjects, the Grand Steward becomes convinced that justice has
after all been abused. He therefore arrests the guilty official and
restores-the peasant his property.

Whether or not this story was ori ginally intended as propaganda,
it sheds a vivid light upon the common notions of the time. What
impresses us most forcibly is the fact that, in spite of its central
theme of justice, there is at no point the smallest suggestion that
the social order should be subuersed. Unjust officials should be
replaced by just officials, but peasants aspire to be nothing more
than peasants: that is the underlying assumption of a story not
devoid of wit and somcthing often approaching humour. Secondly,
and perhaps in consequence of this acceptance of an immutable
social hierarchy, there is nothing inherently absurd in a peasant
cither reminding his masters of their social obligations or in possess-
ing sufficient education to do so. In a country in which responsi-
bility had rested upon the ruler for so many centuries, there must

!In Egypt the balances were always the symbol of Justice. Justice is still usually
represented as carrying them.
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have been considerable force in the peasant’s arguments. Through-
out later history there is much denunciation of the rich and powerful
merely on account of their riches and power: the preservation of
the stoty of the Eloquent Peasant suggests that it was rcgarded
less as subversive literature than as a reminder of what an enlightened
king expected of his officials. We have here onc of the few social
documents in which the duties of masters to servants are rcgarded
as the primary source of social stability. Almost cvery other civiliza-
tion, havmg assumed the duties of servants to mastcrs, procceds to
demonstrate its humanitarianism by making “concessions” to the
lower orders. The only concession for which the Eloquent Peasant
made plea was that justice should be done him as a man performing
his duty in his particular station. He makes the distinction between
that which may be conceded as a result of power and that which
should be granted as a result of obligation. Wc concede what we
must, but we grant what we ought.

Those who caused the story of the Eloquent Peasant to be
preserved and transcribed had evidently perccived the insufficiency
of t}}e mi}xim laid down in the “Instruction fo Mecrikerc”, that an
official will tend to do justice provided he is well paid. If, as it nOW
seemed, the only guarantee of just action was the cxistence of a just
ruler, th‘? problem of how to find 2 just ruler admitted of no cleat-
cut solution. It was a matter of chance. Moreover, with the collapse
of the old order and the neglect of the traditional wisdom, ther¢
Was an increasing danger that even the best-intentioned ruler Of
official WOUlfi be corrupted. The traditional wisdom had been 2
bulwatk against the grosser abuses of power. Now that such 2
guarantee was removed or weakened, what could take its place?

The men who sought to answer this question, or whose answers
happen to have been preserved, were very different in outlook from
those whose thoughts we have been considering. Thete was go©
reason why they should be. Ptah-hotep and the authors of the
“Instruction to Merikere”, the “Song of the Harp Player” and the
testament of the Misanthrope wete either wotldly commentators 0n
life ot stoic contemplators of death. Finding mankind full of iniquity,
they look to the after-world to redress the balance of good and evil.
After the collapse of the Old Kingdom, however, we find certain
thinkers -whose disillusionment, though extreme, is nevertheless
tempered with hope in 2 new social order: not an order to be
obtained by the~zdiSPO.SS§S§¥OQ of the ruling classes or the accession
to power of new social elements, but an order to be established by
a ruler divinely guided totestGre the power of Maaz, This is more
than “‘social idealism™ in the modern sense; it is, as Breasted has
pointed out, the first hint in history of messianisy;. While the greatest
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of the Prophets were those to appear in Isracl—greatest by reason
perhaps of their continuity of message, for which there exists no
parallel—the ancient world did not lack prophets of another order,
whose utterances strike us as less impressive only because of the
absence of some cvident fulfilment.

When we read the sombre pronouncements of the Egyptian sage
called Ipuwer we are driven to wonder how many other men equal
in insight have missed the accident of record: for a man who voices
a feeling common to many in the same generation must do so in a
language that has alrcady expressed much in the same tenor. You
can initiate thought; you cannot initiate the language in which it is
expressed. Ipuwer is more than a shrewd commentator on society;
he is concerned, as cvery great philosopher is concerned, with the
human condition, then as now hardly conducive to optimism. In
what are called his “Admonitions”, he refers to the social evils of his
time in terms not of political propaganda but of philosophic
disillusion. He is in fact the first philosopher to identify the decline
of civilization with what Gilbert Murray has called, in connection
with a similar moment in Greek history, the “failure of nerve”:
that is to say, a collapse of the will to believe, issuing in doubt
concerning the benevolence and cven the reality of the gods.

The sages before Ipuwer lament the decay of standards, and
wring their hands over the impending collapse of their culture.
Ipuwer probes deeper. For he perceives very clearly that once such
doubts become widespread, once they ecat into the soul, the very
nature of life becomes abhorrent: not perhaps life itself but rather
that characteristic of life which is least open to explanation, namely
the vain and wearisome repetition of its functions. “Would,” he
exclaims at one point, “that there might be an end of men, that there
might be no conception, no birth!”” This, indeed, is the first recorded
note of a theme which is to run through Eastern thought to this
day; but it is followed by a passage of strangely reminiscent beauty,
composed, like the rest of Ipuwer’s “Admonitions”, in a metre later
made familiar in the Hebrew Psalms, and hinting at the advent of a
saviour or benevolent conqueror to whom, as we shall see, almost all
ancient litcratures make reference: for men had not yet discovered
any science upon which they could nourish their illusions, or any
art with which to beguile them. “He”—and this can refer only to
some such deliverer as we have mentioned—*brings cooling to the
flame. It is said he is the shepherd of all men. There is no evil in his
heart. When his herds are few he passes the day to gather them
together, their hearts being fevered.”” So he continues in lines that
remind us of Isaiah and Ezekiel, prophets for whom the theme
assumes a greater significance fifteen hundred years later.
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Faced with utterances such as the above, certain historians seck
hastily for a materialistic explanation of its prophctic content. At
all costs, it seems, thesc ancient sages must be shown not to mean
what they say. It is not at all impossible that Ipuwer, like the priest
Neferrohu,! had in mind a real person. Observing that the men of
his day were accustomed “to go ploughing bearing a shicld”, and
being horrified at the thought of civil war (which, as he shrewdly
says, “pays no taxes”), Ipuwer may well have placed his hopes in a
foreign ruler, probably from the south, whose spokesman he chose
or was persuaded to become; or he may have invented an imaginary
figure in the hope that it might later become incarnate. The attitude
is none the less messianic. For we know that the pcople most
possessed with messianic ideas, the Jews, were always divided, and
are so to this day, as to the exact form which thcir dcliverer
should take.

Decadence

To the Eloquent Peasant, Maat was a spiritual posscssion to
which all men had access. The fact that this story enjoyed qﬂwial
approval, as we cannot doubt that it did, shows that thc spmtpal
growth observable in the sages had been accompanied by relative
popular enlightenment. If the peasant was more than usual!y
eloquent, he was in other respects typical of his class. But this
democratization of Maat had its attendant dangers: first, because
the exalted “solar” theology became increasingly blended with the
cult of Osiris, the people’s natural faith; and secondly, because the
admission of the Pharaoh’s subjects to the heaven originally reserved
for the king conferred greatly increased powers upon the priest-
hood. The priestly caste in Egypt—for caste it was—had enjoyed an
immense reputation from the carliest times.

Herodotus, who learnt most of what he knew about the mind of
the Egyptians from the priests he questioned, speaks well of this
branch of the theocratic government. According to him, the priests
were for the most part both highly skilled and upright in character.
The “mysteries” they supervised were in one sense as mystcrious
as the Nile inundation; and in another sense as practical as the
control of this overflow by irrigation and the timely harvesting of
crops. A lofty, metaphysical religion without any immediate

! Nefetrohu writes in terms of disillusion similar to Khekheperre-soncb, but the
saviour to whom he looks forward is almost certainly Amencemhet I, founder of the
12th Dynasty about 2000 B.C. The latter did not achieve what was expected of him. He
left a testament to his son Sesostris, in the course of which he said: “I gave to the
beggar, I nourished the orphan; I admitted the insignificant as well as him who was of
great account., But he who ate my food made insurrection: he to whom I gave my
land aroused fear therein.”
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connection with practical life would have been unintelligible to an
Egyptian, who at certain scasons of the year was obliged to do
overtime for his faith. Such powers and responsibilities werc
naturally a source of great temptation. It might even be suggested
that the chief causc of corruption in the priesthood was not so much
idlencss, sloth, indulgence—the usual breeders of decadence—as too
great pressure of work. The claborate ceremonial connected with a
royal tomb might occupy the lifctime of groups of priests over a
period of centurics. Temples needed to be statfed and maintained.
Property accumulated by purchase or pious bequest had to be
managed. Archives, more precious and revered then than now,
required careful storage and occasional editing. Schools for scribes
and catechumens were a condition of the profession’s continuity.
Above all, the people’s needs, requests, and superstitions had to be
attended to with patience, and perhaps with guile. If the people
were to be satisfied they must be given that in which they were
prcpared to trust, whether it took the form of a charm, or an incan-
tation, or a sacred scroll of unintelligible script. And if they sought
help to cast out demons in this world and the next, the most reason-
able reaction was not to deride their credulity but to furnish them
with the necessary spells at the appropriate price.

It would be totally inaccurate to say that such methods worked
only among the people: credulity of this kind is found among all
classes of Flozw credens. During the so-called Middle Kingdom
(2065-1580 B.C.) powerful and wealthy officials used to arrange
for their coffins to be covered inside with texts and inscriptions,
mostly setting forth spells and magical formulae.! Studied carefully,
such inscriptions betray cvidence of having been used not for the
sake of their intellectual content, which is in most cases small, but
as a kind of verbal protection for the body against demons and
spirits. Consc_quently there is a great deal of repetition and error in
their composition, anq many passages are left incomplete, suggesting
the rapid and mechanical work of funerary scribes whose task was
to adorn the entire interior of the wooden box with writing.

In addition to these magical clichés—which, as Sethe pointed
out, were evidently intended to “read themselves”—there were a
large number of papyrus rolls of similar character? which could be
purchased from the priests and deposited in tombs. These texts
form what has come to be called The Book of the Dead. Assembled
officially during the period of the Ptolemies about 400 B.c., The
Book of the Dead has sometimes been mistakenly termed the “Bible

1 These inscriptions have been collected and published under the title of “Coffin
Texts”, by Breasted chicfly.

2 About 2,000 of these have been discovered.
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of the Egyptians”, whereas it is in large part a Demonology of a
particularly gruesome kind. Here we find such odd official spélls as
those for “refusing serpents”, for “rcpulsing crocodiles” and other
beasts 9f prey, and also a variety of formulac of a negative and (to
us) ludicrous kind such as “for not walking head downwards”, to
“aVO_Id 19810g one’s mouth or heart”, to “prevent drinking-water
turning into flame”, etc. The latter catcgory of spell cvidently
provided a harassed priesthood with infinite possibilitics of
magical prescription; for if both the dying or the companions of the
deceased wished to make provision against the remotest as well as
the most obvious contingencies, there was bound to be a sale for
almost any formula whatever.

Less grotesque but equally negative in spirit are a serics of
written acts of personal contrition to be found not mercly among
the Coffin Texts in The Book of the Dead, but also as inscriptions on
the walls of tombs. These so-called “negative confessions’ some-
times assume a wheedling form, as if the soul had hopcs of coming
to terms with the judge Osiris by a kind of settlement out of court.
At other times they reveal a depth of moral understanding which
glot.mere}y disposes of the view that the sense of sin is something
instilled into man by his rulers, but shows that cternal life was
f]t;:garded as a prize to be earned by rightous conduct in this world.
f}if tqmb Of,Ameﬂi, Baron of Benihason, is inscribed with the
n?isgggélg :ﬁggal phrase, “There was no citizen’s daughter whom 1

) was no widow whom I afflicted, there was no
peasant whom I evicted.” Likewisc the mortuary tCxts contain
statement after statement of the following nature: «Hail to Thee,
ﬁrea;\t/[God, Lord of Truth and Justice! 1 have come before Thee,
no); o;;::séé ’t}feha"e not committed iniquity against men. I have
mitted that which .po?)r .« . I have not defaulted, I have not corln—
slave to be ill- is abomination to the gods. I have not caused the
have not ¢ p) treated of his master. I have not starved any man, I
so onI}?l arr?znzjany to weep, I have not assass:inat.ed any man,” and

ess protest of innocence, culminating in the repeated

phrase, “I am pure, I am pute, I a »\We 1
. . p m pure. employ other peop €
to write our obituary notices., . P

Ikbnaton: the “Great Schismatic”

' In.r.eferrmg to the worship of Ositis, we mentioned the later
imposition of a new and purified religion by an Egyptian ruler of
more than usual distinction of character. The brief reign of this
Pha_raoh, who came to the throne under the name of Amenhotep
111 in the year 1380 B.C., has attracted more attention from historians
and ordinary people than that of any Egyptian king save, for more
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accidental reasons, his son-in-law Tutankhamen. Deservedly so; for
Amenhotep was not merely one of the most remarkable men that
has ever lived, but, as historians have pointed out, the first real
individnal known to history. (Some have reserved this title for the
earlier Imhotep, the doctor and architect to King Zoser, who lived
about 3150 B.C.; but Imhotep, who is incidentally mentioned in the
“Song of the Harp Player”, is too obscure a figure to qualify for this
distinction. Indeed, he was later worshipped as a god of knowledge,
like another “individual” whose personality has become blurred by
veneration, Pythagoras.) Much of what we know about the “heretic
king”’, as he was later called, is derived from the works of art and
literature associated with his reign, all of which are remarkable for
their innovations in form, style, and content. What remains less
explicable to the point of mystery is why this revolution, which was
by no means confined to art, should have taken place at all.

When the Egyptian capital was established at Thebes by the
Pharaohs of the New Empire (1580 B.C. onwards), the priests of
Amon, the Theban equivalent of Re, began steadily to acquire
power in the land. Possibly because he regarded such influence as a
threat to his political authority, or because he abhorred the corrup-
tion of the Amon cult, Amenhotep III seems to have lost no oppoz-
tunity of showing his hostility to the orthodox priests. Such a policy
of opposition to the most powerful caste in the country was attended
by great risk. The high priest of Amon was chief among all Egyptian
priests, and, given the excuse, he could mobilize more wealth than
the Pharaoh himsclf, and also if necessary summon substantial aid
from abroad. Indeed, at the end of the 19th Dynasty (¢. 1200 B.C.),
a High Priest of Amon actually usurped the throne. Such considera-
tions did not deter the young Pharaoh. With amazing sclf—conﬁfience
he resolved upon a course of action which, instead of simply
purging or reforming the Amon cult, put the entire pncsthooc} out
of work. He declared Amon to be a divine impostor ar_ld proclaimed
his worship blasphemy. Although the motives animating the young
reformer have remained obscure, we can suggest various explana-
tions of his extraordinary conduct. In the first plaqe, his attack upon
Amon was not simply iconoclastic. In abolishing one form Qf
worship, he was ready to replace it with another. The cult of his
choice was that of Aton, the Sun God, whose worship he declared
himself to have embraced as the result of a personal revelation.
How true this is we shall never know. If he did not ac.tually experi-
ence such a revelation, his conduct suggests that he believed himself
to have donc so on frequent occasions throughout life. In §qch
cases, as William James pointed out in his Varieties of Religions
Experience, the distinction between a man’s claim to have felt
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something and his having actually done so, disappears: the claim
may be the form that the feeling took. But is this all we can say?
Perhaps the circumstances of the King’s life serve to throw light
upon this crucial phase of his development. Now that we have for
the first time in this book a life to study, the question assumes
particular interest. )
From the vivid pictorial records that survive from this period,
we observe that the young devotee of Aton was accustomed to
appear in public accompanied by his wifc and his mother. Such 2
practice, novel at the time, possessed an added significance on
account of the personality of these two women. Both were evidently
remarkable, particularly the wife. Nofretete, for such was her name,
dlﬂefeq from most other royal consorts in that she was a foreigner,
an “asiatic”’. From early times it had been the custom for the
Pharaoh to marry his sister, just as Osiris marricd Isis. In ancient
Egyptian, the words “brother and sister”” may also be used to imply
the relationship of love. Ikhnaton was onc of the first to depart from
this ancient tradition. His wife came from Syria, which, though part
of !:he Egyptian Empirc, was a land of mystery and strangc cults,
which it remains to this day. Now the Syrians, t00, worshipped the
sun; and it is not impossible that Nofretetc, in becoming the
Pharaoh’s wife, brought with her the particular form of sun
worship to which she had been accustomed. Of her g .
over her husband we have abundant evidence. Her exquisitely
beautiful face was everywhere reproduced in painting, carving, an
sculpture; and if, as we may suppose, thc new realistic tendency 10
art dealt with her as faithfully as it did with others, 25 well as with
animals and natural objects, she may be accounted the most beautifu
qucen in history, not excluding Cleopatra or somc of the Circassian
slave-women whom the Ottoman Sultans took t0 wife. She was
invoked in reverent and affectionatc terms in the Sun Hymn,
rc;ﬂputfgdly gomposed by her husband: she is therefore the only wife
(r)ouii ounder of a religion to be associated on equal terms in th,c
ne worship of the cult. Finally she became her husband’s
partner not metely in private life but in public life. Not metrely was
she the first lady in the land, but she became the protagonist of het
sex 11 general, encouraging her seven daughters to adopt a similar
réle in society, and remaining, as far as we can tell, on the best of
terms .w1t'h her mother-in-law. Even allowing for rhetorical exaggera-
tion, it is possible to impute something approaching domestic
Eerfectlon to one who could be described by her husband as
Mistress of his happiness, at hearing whose voice the king’s heart
rejoices.” That Ikhnaton should have been attracted and finally
converted to her faith is more than probable.

reat influence
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Since Nofretete brought personal happiness to her husband,
though not a son and hcir, and since he must have acquired from her
a particular respect for women, nothing was more likely to rouse his
antipathy to the Amon cult than its practice of sacred prostitution.
At the great temple at Karnak, not far from his own palace, special
quarters were sct aside for the pricstesses appointed to minister to
the needs of the god. 1t is unlikely that the king would have objected
to this practice, which was common throughout the world and, in
sublimated form, has been a feature of most religions, including
Christianity. But it was an open sccret that the vestal virgins were
also employed upon sccular dutics, in which the priests of Amon
werc associated. No doubt the manncr in which the god was
worshipped, rather than the nature of the deity himself (who was,
after all, the Sun God too), induced the young king, already encour-
aged by his wife, to declare the cult an abomination. Another
reason may be found in the nature of the new cult of Aton.

In suggesting that Nofretete imported the faith which her
husband was persuaded to embrace along with herself, we do not
mean to imply that Aton was an alien god. He was an Egyptian
god. His name, together with the symbol of the sun disc,! appears
in the ecarliest Egyptian records, including the Pyramid Texts.
Moreover, he had been worshipped for generations as a Sun God.
How was it, then, that the substitution of a Sun God (Aton) for a
Sun God (Amon), leaving the supreme Sun God (Re) apparently
unchallenged, produced such a complete revolution in social life?

The answer to this question lies in the form taken by the worship
of Aton. This, for Egypt, was thoroughly original. In the first place,
the devotee of Aton was obliged to renounce all other gods; Aton
alone was to be worshipped. Secondly, the worship of Aton con-
sisted not simply of sun worship; it was worship of the sun’s life-
giving properties, as the great Hymns make abundantly plain:

Creator of the germ in woman
Maker of the seed in man

Giving life to the sun in the body of its mother . . .
Nurse even in the womb

Giver of breath to animate every one that he maketh.

The word Aton, indeed, means strictly “heat which is in the
sun’’, and the sun disc was intended to represent, as it is sometimes
accompanied by, the sun’s rays, the life-distributing antennae. That
sun worshippers had hitherto stressed this aspect of the solar deity
is not certain: a hot climate may not persuade men that the sun’s

1 One of the signs representing Horus. See infra, page 31.
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influence is uniquely beneficial, still less the source of life. But it is
clear that the worshippers of Aton were chicfly preoccupiced by the
beneficence of solar energy. Thirdly, and this was so marked a
departure from Egyptian religious custom as to point to an Asiatic
origin, the true temple of Aton was the open air itsclf. Dispensing
with statues and shrines, the devotees of the new faith adored Aton
in person and basked themselves in his bounty. God was to be
worshipped in spirit and in truth.

Although the young king seems to have shown a marked pref-
erence for dreams as opposed to realities, poetry to diplomacy, he
was well aware that the religion he had established could not be
made to flourish without material support. Nor did he ignore,
though he evidently grossly underestimated, the latent opposition
of the devotees and priests of Amon, most of whom were unem-
ployed, though a few of them apparently rallicd to the new faith.
He therefore took stern practical measures to prevent a resumption
of Amon worship. He ordered that the name Amon should be
e.rascd from every public inscription in the country. Such inscrip-
tions ran into thousands. And since the new faith was monotheistic,
a similar campaign was launched against all public references to
“gods” as opposed to “god”.1

That the name Amenhotep, his own, containcd the hated
syllable naturally did not escape his notice. Accordingly it was
changed to one embodying the name of the new god. Henceforth
the king called himself Ikhnaton, meaning “Aton is satisfied”. As
the same objection applied to the name of his dead and revered
father, the royal tomb was reinscribed along with the rest. Most of
these erasures and alterations are still visible.

In order to complete his dissociation from the cult of Amon,
!khnz‘tton finally decided to abandon Karnak, which was too closely
identified with ‘the past, and to establish himself in a town specially
dedicated to his god. He chose for his new capital the site now
known as Tel el-Amarna, which was several hundred miles down the
River Nile and roughly half-way between Thebes and Memphis.
Upon it, as upon everything else, he conferred an Aton-name.
Akhet-aton, which means literally “Horizon of Aton’’. From this
site arcl}aeologlsts have unearthed most of the written testimony
concerning Ikhnaton’s reign. Not content with one Aton town,
however, I_khnat‘on decided to build two others, one in Nubia and
the other in Asia: for he was resolved to demonstrate that Aton
was the god not merely of Egypt but of all the world, or at least
the Egyptian empire. There would likewise be a special significance

1Tt is interesting to n i i
ote that, apart from thi c
leclared i stor sg 5 Ap! 8, no gods except Amon were officially
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in establishing such a town in that part of the empire from which
the queen herself came.

In the enthusiam of the new faith, life at Akhet-aton seems to
have been both prosperous and contented. As Egyptian society had
always been accustomed to look upon its Pharaoh as the fount of
blessings, the presence of a royal family so united and devout must
have been regarded as a special mark of God’s favour, a sign of
Aton’s appreciation of the new respect he had acquired among men.
In the sphere of art, as we have said, the freedom of the Aton faith
produced a remarkable liberating effect. Men and women are por-
trayed naturalistically as never before. The king permits the scenes
of his domestic life to be recorded with almost photographic
exactitude, including one which represents him embracing his queen.
The delicate and somewhat effeminate portrait that has survived
suggests that Ikhnaton, scorning the conventional flattery of court
artists, wished to be portrayed exactly as he was—not as a warrior
or even a man of authority but rather as a poet or seer. (The only
puzzling featurc about this human portraiture, suggesting perhaps
a subtle flattery, is the fact that most of the figures appear to have
deformed legs, which, as this cannot have been the case with so
many, may possibly have been the case with one, whose feelings
were in this way respected.) But perhaps the most beautiful survival
from this other-worldly interlude is the great Sun Hymn itself,
with its passages reminiscent of the 1o4th Psalm (“O Lord, how
manifold are thy works! in wisdom has thou made them all”):

How manifold are thy works!

They are hidden from before us, |
O sole god, whose power no other possesseth,
Thou who didst create the world according to thy heart,

and with its direct references to the royal pair:

Thou didst establish the world
And raised them up for thy son . . .
Ikhnaton whose life is long;

And for the chief royal wife, his beloved
Mistress of the two lands,
Nefer-nefru-aton, Nofretete,

Living and flourishing for ever and ever.

Unique in literature, and probably more beautiful in the original
than we can easily imagine, this hymn may provide us with a clue
to the strength and weakness of Ikhnaton’s revolution. Composed
in everyday language, it was simple, ecstatic, and intellectual. That

E
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it can ever have been popular, as hymns should be popular, is
extremely doubtful. If the faith which it expressed was intended as
a universal faith, its poetic expression was that of a solitary, almost
a recluse, like the author of certain of the Hebrew psalms:

Thou art in my heart,

There is no other that knoweth thee
Save thy son Ikhnaton.

Thou hast made him wise

In thy designs and in thy might.

So he thought. However great his sincerity and the depth of his
spiritual experience, this tendency to seck God in the quiet of his
bedchamber, this extreme subjectivism, was probably the causc of
the lack of hold which the new faith had on his people. For, whatever
their respect for Ikhnaton and his family, the ordinary man neither
abandoned his old beliefs nor in most cases imagined that he was
required to do so. A change of name meant very little to him, as
little as the new theology itself. Curiously enough, the literature
produced during Tkhnaton’s reign makes no mention whatever of
Osiris. Was this because the ban on Amon worship was assumed
automatically to refer to Osiris too? Or was it because no innovatot,
not even Ikhnaton, would have been foolish enough to forbid the
public devotion to Osiris, which was less a religion than an inveterate
social habit? At any rate, the cult of Aton, being (so to speak) too
free from sugerst}tion to compel the attention of the masses, made
no headway in displacing the great Judge of the Underworld. The
public must hﬂYC its underworld, and the lofty realm of Aton
proved no substitute for it, Finally, the Aton cult was primary one
of adoration, of sheer worship; whereas a religion cannot take root,
cannot be practised, unless it s practical. Just as morals must be
buttressed by religion, so religion must become incarnate in morals.

The immediate threat to Tkhnaton and to the new social gospel
came not from the discontented priests of Amon and their followers,
still less from the common people, to whom social revolt was
unthinkable, but from outside the country. Ikhnaton had hoped to
govern Egypt by an idea, a dream; but an empire, however benevo-
lently administered, must be defended and protected by force.
Certain histotians have maintained that Tkhnaton, though not 2
wattior like Thutmos TII, sought to further the imperial interests
of Egypt by the more subtle method of conquering the minds of
his subjects: hence the cult of Aton was a form of propaganda. The
winged sun disc was certainly a more easily exportable symbol than
any other Egyptian insignia, and the Sun Hymns could be accepted
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anywhere, though it was a novelty for a national or imperial anthem
to be at the same time ravishing poetry. The province of Syria was
the first to raise the signal of alarm. The enemy came originally
from Asia Minor—a fierce, hardy, dour people, though, as we are
rapidly discovering, not without culture. Those people, the Hittites,
had acquired numerous allies on the borders of the Egyptian empire.
The first incursion into the imperial territory was made by the King
of Kadesh, who occupied northern Syria. This attack was followed
swiftly by an advance of the King of the Amorites to the wealthy
and strategically vital ports on the Phoenician coast, including
Byblos. Frantic appeals for aid were sent to Ikhnaton from his
distracted but loyal political officers. Reluctant to use open force,
the Pharaoh sent a trusted official to Phoenicia on a fact-finding
commission. This emissary, who no doubt acted in the spirit of the
instructions given him by Ikhnaton, informed the King of the
Amorites that he might stay where he was. It was hoped that he
would later come to regard himself as a vassal to Egypt. The
invader, agreeing to this arrangement for the time being, held his
ground.

But the attacks continued from other quarters. The Bedouins,
rising in revolt, scized the town of Megiddo (Armageddon) near
Jerusalem. The Assyrians came down like a wolf on the fold.
Finally, the King of the Amorites, who had hoped to turn vassalage
into independence by discontinuing his nominal tribute to Egypt,
was confronted with his old allies the Hittites, and obliged to sign
away his nearly-won freedom. His governors deposed, his envoys
insulted, his coffers empty of tribute, Ikhnaton suddenly found
himseclf powerless abroad and friendless at home; for the opposition
party had naturally become bolder in its protests as the situation
abroad deteriorated. Much of the #ébdrle must be put down, it
seems, to sheer political and diplomatic ineptitude on the Pharaoh’s
part. From the hundreds of cuneiform tablets discovered between
1855 and 1893 by Flinders Petrie at Tel el-Amarna (the “Tel el-
Amarna Letters”), we know that Tkhnaton’s foreign representatives
not merely kept him fully informed of what was happening but
begged him earnestly to send them military aid.! Disloyalty there
may sometimes have been; but such desperate appeals suggest that
many of the provincial governors, though not always Egyptians by
nationality, were willing to stick to their posts. In the end, Ikhnaton
lost nearly the whole of his empire without a fight.

A man can survive defeat, but a national god cannot. Of the end
of Ikhnaton’s life and reign we know little, because the evidence is

1 Cuneiform was still the language of diplomacy, a relic of the traditional power
of Babylon.
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obscure. Still less than thirty years of age, he appears to have broken
down under the strain and humiliation of the national reverses: an
older man might have borne these trials more philosophically, if he
had had a more realistic philosophy upon which to rcly. Whether,
as is suggested, the king renounced the worship of Aton and
returned to that of Amon, and if so whether he did so voluntarily,
as a condition perhaps of being able to retain the throne, we cannot
say. As for Nofretete, we gather that she remained at Akhet-aton
but refused to renounce the Aton cult: a further indication that she
had been brought up in its spirit. Had she bornc a son, the latter
would now have ascended the throne. Instead, Ikhnaton appointed
the husband of his eldest daughter Semenkhare to rule jointly with
him, perhaps at Thebes and perhaps as nominally repentant devotecs
of Amon. If so, the two must have died within a short while of each
other, for the next Pharaoh to be proclaimed was the boy-husband of
the second daughter.

This lad, who had remained with Nofretete at Akhct-aton, was
called Tutankhaton. After three years’ reign he abandoned the Aton
capital, returned to Thebes, declared the Aton cult illegal, restored
the Amon priests in their former offices, and, ridding himself of all
vestiges of the old regime, changed his name to Tutankhamen.

Both Aton and his prophet received the same treatment at the
hands of Tutankhamen as the Amon priests and their god had done
under Ikhnaton. Inscriptions were once more changed, and the
name of the late Pharaoh was banned even from conversation. If
reference to him became necessary, it was as the “great criminal’,
or the “great schismatic”. By what luck or cunning Nofretete

succeeded in remaining at Tel el-Amarna we do not know. Her
enemies accused her of seeking the support of the Hittites against
her own son-in-law. If this was the case, the wonder is not that she
did so but that her activities, known to be directed against the new
regime, were not more carefully watched. It is possible that, in her
isolation, she was considered incapable of doing much harm.
Meanwhile the political misfortunes of Ikhnaton’s reign were
being repaired, not indeed by his successor, who scems to have
lacked initiative, but by one of the latter’s generals, Horemheb. In a
series of remarkable campaigns, the latter not merely restored
Egypt’s fortunes but successfully made his own. Married to one of
Ikhnaton’s daughters, Horemheb finally ascended the throne as the
last ruler of the Dynasty he had done so much to preserve; but with
extraordinary arrogance and some ingratitude he insisted upon
dating the beginning of his reign from the death of Amenhotep II,
thus effacing from record the reigns of Ikhnaton, Tutankhamen, and
Ai (married to Tutankhamen’s widow), who were considered to
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have brought disgrace upon their ancient line. As a restorer of his
country’s fortuncs, however, he was no doubt justified in his claim,
otherwise with little basis, to be the real tounder of the 19th
Dynasty; for, having grown old in ceaseless military action, he
decided to consolidate his achievements by arranging for the throne
to be occupied by a comrade-in-arms, Rameses I {1320 B.C.), the
immediate successors of whom, above all Ramases II,! justified his
foresight by their immense achievements in building and foreign
conquest. Nevertheless, these triumphs were the prelude to disaster.
The Amon priesthood, now more firmly in the seat of power,
succeeded during the reign of the last of the Rameses in putting one
of their number on the throne itself. There was now no check upon
corruption. Political decisions were determined as much by omen as
by reasonable argument. Superstition, instead of being a creeping
and inevitable growth of the spiritual underworld, was allowed
freely to proliferate. The maxims and charms of The Book of the
Dead invaded the sphere of the living, until a condition of mind was
reached in which it was not considered preposterous that a sorcerer,
bent upon extracting some favour from the gods, should threaten
not merely to betray their names to the demons but to tear out their
hair ““as lotus blossoms are pulled from a pond”. This mentality was
neither blasphemous nor foolish; it was simply decadent—a state

of credulity in which the devout are persuaded that God can be
mocked at will.

The new insight: conclusion

Although the reign of Ikhnaton was a comparatively brief inter-
lude—and, according to Horemheb, an interlude that disgraced the
national annals—it would be a mistake to assume that the worship
of Aton did nothing to affect the life and thought of Egypt, still
less that its official interdiction erased it altogether from men’s
memories. Whatever their political naivety, Ikhnaton and his wife
had unquestionably influenced the people by their example of
personal devotion to a god, or at least to an ideal. There is evidence
too strong to discount that after this golden moment of delight in
life—for realism of the kind displayed in art was as genuine a
reflection of such delight as realism of another kind is a reflection of
disgust—strength and beauty of character was increasingly recog-
nized to be a value in itself, perhaps for the first time in history.
That is the reason why Ikhnaton, despite the fact that we know
much less about him than we should wish, stands out as an indi-

1 Cogsidercd by some to have been the Pharaoh who figures in Exodus. Apart
from this, he was a man of character. Reputed to have had several hundred wives, he
assembled a family so large that it became for the next few centuries a clan of its own.
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vidual in a world of types and figurecheads, or mere shadows. The
great sages who preceded him—ministers, governors, and priests,
men wise in their generation—were content to expound the wisdom
of the ancients, enjoining others, usually their sons, to follow it.
_In contrast to these venerable figures, Ikhnaton, having rcceived
wxsdgm into _hjs soul, lived it. On that account alonc the Aton inter-
luﬁde 1s a significant moment in history. Like the few other interludes
w1:ch Wthh. it may be compared, such as the reign of Ashoka,! its
chief value is to have shown that the effort towards human perfection
can be made in any age and simply by the power of human aspira-
tion. And if such interludes appear to belong to poetry rather than
to hlStO_fY, to Imagination rather than to action, that is because
histoty is merely the material that fills in the tedious gaps between
such bright periods: which explains why all historics, including that
of the Western world, begin with an interlude of poctry which is
congequently 3189 a prelude to a new kind of life. :
rare 1‘:1?;1:?/ ﬁe“;h.fc is perceptible only at certain levels and always at
the dawr? s. It is Interesting to notice, however, that couplcd.\wth
towards hurgn apprematlon. of hun_qan character went a ncw attitude
composed ofan {mperfectlor} or sin. The Book of the Dead was largcly
one’s shortcofe§lpes for av01d1'ng judgment hereafger, for concealing
sorcety, ma i(r:mngds’ for cheating the g.ods. In spite of the orgy of
a heraidjng tl,lan thaumaturgy to-whlch we have aquady referred
there 3 HCWgnoti C¥H§p§c of Egyptian culture, we notice here and
admission, of u.il his is 2 note not of protest of innocence but of
humjlity Whollg alg’ a genuinely exprcssc_zd moogi of contrition, a
of ruless and gzve sent f¥om the convcnqom}l ob%tuary inscriptions
This attitage fﬂ(}gS, Intent upon self-justification even in dcatl?.
nowhere mops élewl ch is the sense of the Christian gospcl, is
Amenem ope Whoatﬁy expressed than in the works of the sage
survived i ’;Pa | ved a.bout 1000 B.C. and whose work has
of the Egyptianpsya S now in the British Museum. Of all the Wo;ks
and the closest g u%fis’ those of Amenemope are the most striking
fitting transition g tﬁ spirit, Indeed, they provide us with the most
thought, though datine gmsdom of the 'chrews, whose recorded
of Egyptian i ﬂucncegIrom a later period, bears numerous traces
appear in the Hebpos n places, fragments of Egyptian wisdom
Some of Amenerey e’Sscrlpt.ures in word for _word translation.
Breasted demonstratgd : Wiiting, for instance, is reproduced, as
Old Testament. raxoy o I(;(?nv1nc1ngly, in at least one place in the
Amencmope’s \:Visdom yw 7oz/erb:,l Chapter xxiv. We know that
sumably ciren] as translated into Hebrew and was pre-
y circulated throughout the Middle East along with other
! See Chapter V, page 201,
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Egyptian writings. We know likewise that Hebrew leaders and
prophets were familiar with such writings, among them Moses,
whose opportunities for making their acquaintance were obviously
great, and no doubt also Amos and Hosea.

When Ptah-hotep and Merikere enjoin their children to revere
Muat, we are in the presence of the wisdom of a civilization con-
sidered to be both unique and everlasting: wisdom, to use the
definition of a Western philosopher, was a “settled habit”, since
the laws of social life in Egypt were supposed to have been estab-
lished by Thoth for ever and ever.! When Amenemope observes that
“God is in his Perfection, and man is in his insufficiency”, however,
we are in the presence of the wisdom of a civilization the very
reverse of scttled, a civilization in course'of formation in bondage,
a civilization on the march. In short, we are in the world of the
Psalmist, whose insufficiency is his daily preoccupation, and for
whom insight into the majesty of God is to be attained not through
enlightened maxims but through anguish of soul.2

We now take our leave of the civilization of Egypt. In most
books dealing with philosophy it is the custom to begin with the
pre-Socratic philosophers and to proceed to the great thinkers of
Greece: after which, if the author happens to be interested in
theology, he turns to a consideration of the ideas of the early
Christian Fathers, leading through St. Augustine to the great
mediaeval thinkers. In the preceding volume of this series such an
orthodox approach was adopted, for our concern was to trace the
development of a westward-moving tradition of thought. The
present volume gives us an opportunity of studying a philosophical
tradition starting from a somewhat similar point but moving in
another direction. In observing this contrary movement, however,
we shall be covering certain ground common to both traditions,
while in these first few chapters we have been studying a culture not
merely older and more lasting than any that is yet known, but more
important as a cultural influence than has been recognized. Through-
out the journey already accomplished we have constantly been
obliged to remind the reader that what he is faced with is, if not the
beginning of wisdom, then at least its beginnings; that these brief

1 Thoth was god of Wisdom. His rcign, lasting 3000 years, was supposed to have
begun about 18,000 B.C.

2]t is perhaps worth pointing out for the benefit of those who are interested in
Existentialism, a collective name for a variety of different and often conflicting theories,
that the Hebrew Psalms reveala point of view distinctly existentialist. There is the same
consciousness of man’s utter helplessness before powers outside his control, the same
realization that his freedom comes through action and service, the same preoccupation
with degradation and death. The theme of the Psalms, or at least the great majority of
them, is Angsz. In fact, by a paradox, the Psalms approximate in spirit less to the
religious existentialism of Gabriel Marcel than to the nihilistic or atheistic existentialism
of Jean-Paul Sartre. We revert to this subject in the Conclusion.
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specimens of thought about God, man, immortality and the good life
are the first of their kind to be recorded; that the carlicst meta-
physical treatise known to us, the Memphite Drama, would scem to
presuppose a tradition of thought already ancicnt by 2500 B.C.; and
that we cannot yet attempt to say why, at a moment to which no
accurate date can be assigned (but at least a million years from man’s
ﬁrstlapp_earanc; on the earth), civilization should have arisen at all.
an ﬂrllusair:) ;%:i;nr:‘f’ilﬁnthe idea of progress has been dismissed as
spiritual apprehensi Shung to observe that an advance in moral and
: Pprehension is not merely hinted at, but, on the material
available, incontestable 1 Naturally, this d ot m: hat as time
went on men behaved bette dy, this does not mean tha 1‘\ i
behind precept in a g 1}11 and better. Unfortunately conduct lags
baffling. Such pro y that secular moralists must find wholly

beginaing to mﬂegres.s is the result, we may suppose, of man’s
material reasong hi:t }fyStematlcally upon questions to which, for
busy keeping alive If ad not addressed himself before: he was too
frst attempts to a(.: u_l’rloml 1n51ght is a faculty to be attaincd, man’s
logical stages Ofitsq 1€ it are likely to have been madc along the

mere obedience thC%II.IISItion. Hence the steps of his progress from
finally to the Cxploraéirfnlaw’ to a sensc of duty to society, and

acceptance of g1 of his own conscience, entailing the
Pyramiq Age

> Seems nerelsponmbﬂity—ﬁ progress which, in the
endeavoured ¢ buildar ¥ to have taken a wrong turning, as kings
become visibe landm cnormous bulwarks against death—have
development g remaﬂjrks on this distant rim of history. Such a

a . :
completed befoye an ble for yet another reason: it was virtually
ebrews, took y

Other civilization. i i
including that of the
later age exhipir the the i 1 &
exhibitg me on its own. And if ivilizati f
a . no civilization of a
none other stayy, COmparable de

ed. ac: velopment, this is simply because
1 € must coric"lluiclltewtcr,‘% from scratch. ’ po
mpressed h Is section i
inE Y the Wwealth of upon a note of warning.

8YPt, and jtg Of material made il i
. e t available by excavation
Flinders Petrie, Ell)i{cgrteme i x

. . uity, certai . L
arrived at whyt has be Smith quity, certain able thinkers—above all

» and to some extent Breasted himself—
, en me exter asted himse
according to which 4]] termed the “diffusionist” theory of culture,

.dcvclopments In the Njj Jiization in_the world originated from

. ebt to Egy t‘i: Valley. That Western civil;
wise 2 good dea] o f[c) fidn Influence is incontestable; there is like-

i vidence t jan i
extended to » D Suggest that Bgyptian influence
Parts of the world where it rnightg{,(?ast have been

1 “Progress is real if discont] / i i
P’}; e 3”' v” fﬁﬂl_ if d}&contmuouﬂ. The upward curve resolves itsclf into a scries

of troughs and crests. But in those domains where atchacology as well as written history

can survey, no trough ever declines to the low level of the preceding one, each crest

out-tops its last precursot” (Gordon Childe, What Happened in History)-
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expected.! But while acknowledging that Egyptian civilization must
have exerted profound influence in every quarter which it pene-
trated, we can hardly accept the “diffusionist™ theory until it can be
supported by more definite proof and less pure guesswork. .
We might also point out that the Egyptians, though an imperial-
ist nation for scveral centuries, made little serious attempt to
export their culture. On the contrary, they guarded that culture
with cxtreme care, resenting the intrusion upon their soil of anyone
likely to thrcaten its cxistence. As early as the second millenium
they had erected what they called the Wall of the Ruler, “in order to
prevent the foreign herds from coming down again to Egypt, so
that they should beg after their fashion for their cattle to drink”.
The Egyptian gods, likewise, were not merely ultra-nationalist but
inhabitants of a realm which, save for the obvious disadvantages
attendant upon terrestrial life, bore the closest resemblance to the
Land-of-the-Nile. There was a sacred Nile in the sky, and upon this
river the deificd Pharaoh sailed in his barque. There was also a Nile
in the nether regions upon which Osiris sailed. All the descriptions
of immortal life represent such existence as merely a heightened form
of life in everyday Egypt. It is almost as true to say that heaven was
a replica of life on earth as to say that earth was at least in intention
modelled upon life in heaven. When an attempt was made by
Ikhnaton to export Egyptian culture in the only effective way in
which a culture can be exported, namely by diffusing its religion,
the faith in question was a highly abstract version of the god-
crowded, mystery-ridden religion of Egypt, having been deliber-
ately denationalized for the purpose. Hence the Nile itself becomes
for the first and only time in theory what it was later to become in

fact, namely an international highway. In Ikhnaton’s Sun Hymn
the alteration in spirit is quite evident:

There is a Nile in the sky for the strangers
And for the cattle of every conntry that go upon their feet.

But we know that the missipn of Ikhnaton was as much a failure
abroad as it was at home. What the world owed to the genius of
Egypt was what the world borrowed from Egypt; but the borrower
must possess another kind of genius in order to put to good use the

things .he has appropriated. Henceforth civilization is a shared
possession.

1 To go no farther than Cornwall, the late Dr. T. F. G. Dexter maintained with
some plausibility that the ancient form of Cornish Cross is not merely of pagan origin
but a development of the form of the Egyptian “Ankh”, symbol of fertility, and that
certain customs still preserved reveal Egyptian ritualistic influence. These theories were
developed not as a result of any par#i pris but in conscquence of extensive archaeological
research in Cornwall. See his Cornish Crosses, Christian and Pagan (Longmans, 1938).



CHAPTER II
BABYLONIA AND ISRAEL

Hammurabi

IN the section of the Louvre in Paris containing antiquities from
the countries of the Middle East, the visitor’s attention will .bc
struck by a glass case situated in 2 central positl.on'whlch contains
an object of curious shape and somewhat forbidding appcarance.
This object is a shard of black diorite standing about eight feet high
and two feet in diameter. On closer inspection, the stele, thoggh n
places smooth and polished and even emitting a faint gleam, is seen
to be striated with notches and wedge-shape marks arranged in long
vertical columns. Forty-four in number, these columns, bearing
here and there evidence of deliberate defacement, COnSISt of cunei-
form script of remarkable legibility, secing that it was cut r}earl_y
four thousand years ago. At the top of the pillar some carving s
visible. A bearded and scated figure, presumably that of a god, 1s
presenting a gift to another, who, though portrayed standing 1n afl
attitude of respect, possesses the beatring and wears the robes an
helmet of a king. What is this gift? It is evidently something
intangible but of surpassing importance. It is in fact the substance
of that which is written on the lower flank of the columa. For the
seated figure is the Babylonian sun deity Shamash, the recipient of
his gift is Hammurabi, King of Babylon, and the gift itsclf is the
oldest legal code in the world.

~ Itis a far cry in both space and time from that glass mausoleum
in the Louvre to the site where the shard was first erected. When
Hammurabi caused it to be fashioned, about 1910 B.C., he decided
that it should be set up in a spot where everyone might be able to
inspect it. Such a place was the temple at Sippara, a towil not far
from Baghdad, the capital of modern Iraq. Temples in Babylon were
bpﬂt to cpmmand a view of the surrounding buildings, their founda-
tions being level with the toofs, and were used also as law courts.
There the admonitory pillar remained for nearly 2 thousand years,
during which time the laws inscribed upon it still continued to
command the respect and obedience of the Babylonians—32s indeed
was the case for another five hundred years: a period of authority
equalled by few other legal codes promulgated by a single individual.
About 1100 B.C. it was captured and removed by a king of the
neighbouting region of Elam, who was responsible for the wanton
defacement of five of its columns. We say wanton, because whereas

74
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it was customary for Egyptian kings to deface monuments with the
object of inscribing them afresh,! the damage to Hammurabi’s code
was apparently purposcless. The cylinder then disappeared for
nearly three thousand years, concealing from men’s minds almost
everything there was to know about Hammurabi and his contem-
porarics. Finally, in 1902, a French archaeologist, de Morgan,
discovered it when digging at the Aeropolis at Susa in modern
Persia. In turning up this block of stonc he helped to bridge a
void in our historical knowledge measuring over a thousand
years.

It might be maintained that the development of law, being a
branch of politics or economics, should have no place in a book
concerned with philosophy. In a sense this is perfectly correct,
especially with regard to modern legislation. But a book on the
history of thought can no more neglect the earliest attempts to frame
a legal code than it can neglect the rudiments of medicine or art.
Law implies a law-giver; and it is not an accident that around the
personalities of most of the great law-givers of history there has
been woven a fabric of myth, almost a religious aura. Whoever
imparted wisdom to mankind must likewise have imparted law, the
wisdom of living the good life in community: or, if this important
item of knowledge had been omitted, someone responsible and of
trust in the tribe was obliged, like Moses, to go and fetch it. The
apparent sacred origins of law, or the fact that law-givers such as
Hammurabi considered it necessary to invest their codes with divine
authority, are of considerable interest to the philosopher, who, being
concerned with questions of value, wishes to ascertain what it is in
particular that men hold sacred.

There is a further reason why the student of philosophy should
take special interest in the nature of law. Law is a matter of words—
or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, a form of words.
Once written, it becomes identified with and resolves itself into the
words in which it is expounded. If you introduce the smallest
alteration in the wording you simultaneously alter the law. (The
legal 'quibble is therefore an inescapable and even indispensable
element in all jurisprudence, to the exasperation of the laity, who, in
resenting the fact that law cannot be made to mean what they want
it to mean, demonstrate the absolute necessity for law.) Now the
only effective means of bringing home to people that law could not
be changed without ceasing to be law was to write it down; and this
act of committing law to stone or potsherd, or whatever was likely

1 Sometimes an old or exeqratcd name was deliberately carved on a monument only
to be crossed out and over-written with another. Horemheb, like our modern hoarding
scribblers, was accustomed to assert his authority in this way.
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to prove most durable, was another way of reinforcing its sacred-
ness, since writing was itself a sacred art.

As an arcane and difficult acquircment, such writing was under-
stood only by a privileged few, though probably by no fewer than
those who understand our present legal codes. To say that law had
to await the invention of writing before being recorded would be
to suggest that law was originally nothing but unwritten custom. Of
certain elements in law this may be true, but it is not truc of law in
general. The laws that are written down are usually thosc for which
custom has made no provision. Hammurabi caused to be written
down 285 such laws. Conversely, if custom has long hcld certain
actions in abhorrence, such prohibitions nced not nccessarily be
mentioned in the legal code. Among those crimes not speciallv
mentioned in the code of Hammurabi, for instance, is that of
murder.

' Now apart from its concern with value, philosophy is preoccupied
with the relation of thought to expression and in conscquence
with the definition and interpretation of words. What the lawyer
unde_rtakes in the course of a juridical enquiry into a particular set
of circumstances, the philosopher undertakes in the course of a
philosophical enquiry into a particular set of problems. Philosophy
is a form of intellectual jurisprudence.!

A short motor trip from modern Baghdad takes the sightseet
to what remains of ancient Babylon. Surrounded by arid desert, the
capital of Hammurabi and later Nebuchadnezzar has now shrunk
toa few crumbling mud-brick ruins and mounds. Less traces remain
of its former opulence than have been unearthed at the more
ancient site of Ur of the Chaldees, once the home of Abraham, which
1s Sltuatgd several hundred miles to the south. Who were the
Babqumans? They were a blend of two neighbouring peoples: the
Sumerians, a non-Semitic tribe, who inhabited the extreme south of
Mesopotamia in such towns as Ur, Urak (called Erech in the Bible),
Larsa (Ellasar), Lagash, and Nippur, and the Akkadians, the inhabi-
tants of Agade farther up the river,Euphrates, a distinctly Semitic
people.

. The blending of these two peoples, whose existence was prac-
tically unknown before the middle of the 19th century, was achieved
as the result of a struggle from which the Akkadians appear to have
emerged victotious, As language, Babylonian was inevitably a
COI?‘POSHC'me}ation. It contained Sumerian and Akkadian words
written chiefly in Sumerian script, which represented not letters but

! For a development of this line i
; of thought, whereby the methods of philosophy
3}‘:‘1 hxs(tiory are fs_hown to form in combination what is known as metaphysical enquiry,
the reader is referted to the authog’s Approach to Metaphysics.
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syllables; but gradually the Sumerian clement gave place to a
vocabulary predominantly Semitic, and Sumerian itself became a
classical language studied only by scholars and priests. In subduing
both Sumeria and Akkad, Hammurabi was faced with the task of
welding these nations—themselves composed of numerous petty
princedoms—into a unity. From the evidence of seals and various
inscriptions that have been deciphered we gather that Hammurabi
was primarily a man of action; but although he freely boasted of his
military exploits he was no less anxious that posterity should learn
of his civil achievements in building and irrigation. Whether
becausc he lacked the callous streak so casily acquired by victors,
or because he considered himself strong enough to dispense with
such means of arousing terror in his enemies, he left no catalogue of
massacre and destruction such as has survived from the reigns of
other ancient conqucrors. Boasting of his destruction of Elam,
Ashurbanipal, who ruled in Assyria several centuries later, declared:
“For a period of one month and twenty-five days I devastated the
districts of Elam. . . . Sons of the kings, sisters of the kings, members
of Elam’s royal family, young and old, prefects, governors, knights,
artisans, as many as there were, inhabitants male and female, big
and little, horses, mules, asses, flocks and herds more numerous
than a swarm of locusts—I carried them off as booty to Assyria. . . .
The voice of men, the steps of flocks and herds, the happy shouts of
mirth—I put an end to them in its fields, which I left for the asses,
the gazelles, and all manner of wild beasts to people.”®

Hammurabi, on the other hand, put the following on record:
“When Anu and Enil (gods of Unek and Nippur) gave me the lands
of Sumer and Akkad to rule, and they entrusted this sceptre to me,
I dug the canal Hammurabi-nukhush-nishi (Hammurabi-the-
wealth-of-the-people), which brings copious water to the land of
Sumer and Akkad. Its banks on both sides I turned into cultivated
ground: I heaped up piles of grain, I provided unfailing water for
the lands. . . . The scattered people I gathered: with pasturage and
water I provided them: I pastured them with abundance, and
settled them in peaceful dwellings.” Indeed, his reign of forty-two
years (he died in 2081 B.C.) seems to have been one of com-
parative prosperity, progress, and—once he had eliminated his
rivals—peace. '

It is easy to iInterpret a statement such as the above in more ways
than one. In declaring that the gods Anu and Enil “gave’ him both
Sumer and Akkad and “entrusted” him with the royal sceptre,
Hammurabi may simply have been conveying with subtlety what

1 This, by the way, is a comparatively mild example of the claims of Ashurbanipal
(Sardanapalus, as the Greeks called him) to be remembered by posterity.
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other conquerors preferred to announce with perfect frankness,
namely that he seized by force what he proposed to hold by the
same means. Hammurabi introduces his Code with a no less pious
claim: “When the lofty Anu, King of Anunaki, and Bel,! Lord of
Heaven and Earth, he who determines the destiny of the land,
committed the rule of all mankind to Marduk,® when they pro-
noéunced the lofty name of Babylon; when they madc it famous
among the quarters of the world and in its midst cstablished an
everlasting kingdom whose foundations were firm as hcaven and
earth—at that time Anu and Bel called me, Hammurabi, the excellent
prince, the worshipper of the gods, to cause justice to prevail in the
land, to destroy the wicked and the evil, to prevent the strong from
oppressing the weak . . . to enlighten the land and further the
welfare of the people. Hammurabi, the governor named by Bel, am
I, who brought about plenty and abundance . . . the governor of the
people, the servant, whose deeds ate pleasing to Anunit.”

While mankind is accustomed to fine phrases, especially in
manifestoes or as a prologue to constitutions, and is no doubt also
accustomed to their remaining a dead letter, we need not suppose
that these words of Hammurabi were simply a cloak for the violence
and cupidity characteristic of the actions of absolute rulers. Accus-
tomed to survey the outcrops of violence that jumble the territory
of the past, historians adopt often enough a cynical attitude towards
‘human._motive, whereby all great men are branded as either
scoundrels or hypocrites. Possibly, if such were the case, our
dealings with our fellow-men would be greatly simplified. But
clearly the assumption goes beyond the bounds of common sense,
because if all motives were suspect there would be no such thing as
suspicion, just as if all men Were hypocrites the masks would auto-
matically fall from their faces as being no longer of use. The signi-
ﬁcance of Hammurab1’s claim to have established justice and peace
in Babylon lies not so much in whether he actually did so, though he
seems to have done, but in the fact that he considered it 2 commend-
able thing to have attempted. Nor would he have taken the trouble
to place the fact on record had he not believed that his people and
his succgassm}']sj would have.registered approval. Consider, again, the
manner in which he ends his Code: “I am the guardian governor. . . .
In my bosom I carried the people of the land of Sumer and Akkad . . .
in my wisdom I restrained them, that the strong might not oppress

1 Baal, god oflthc earth.
? The national god of Babylon. Originally a Sun God, like Shamash: I
. & , : later called
Bel-Marduk ;‘0 signify that he had assumed the deities of the other ggds. 2(1)(1:';.g:':;nl“iy
there were thousands of these gods, many lacking all personality and receiving no
individual worship. As they almost outnumbered men, Babylonian religion represents
the farthest remove from Monotheism in history.
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the weak, and that they should give justice to the orphan and the
widow. . . . Let any oppressed man who has a cause, come before
my image as king of righteousness! Let him read the inscription on
my monument! let him give heed to my weighty words! And may
my monument enlighten him as to his cause, and may he under-
stand his case! May he set his heart at ease (saying): Hammurabi
indeed is a ruler who is like a real father to his people . . . he has
established prosperity for his people for all time and given a pure
government to the land. . . . In the days that are yet to come, may
the king who is in the land observe the words of righteousness
which I have written upon my monument!”?

This passage, it will no doubt be agreed, is even more significant
than that with which the Code opens, because it not merely makes
claim to have established justice, but it invites any man to put this
claim to the test. Wisely enough, Hammurabi is careful to specify
that the man must have a prima facie case. If a suitor was found to be
wasting the court’s time he was likely to suffer severe penalties,
especially in the case of a felony. “If a2 man brings an accusation
against another,” the first item of the code reads, “‘and charges him
with a presumably capital crime, but cannot prove it, the accuser
shall be put to death.” Thus one of the chief curses of a society in
which legal redress is within reach of all, namely excessive litigation,
was removed by a somewhat more drastic method than the
imposition of high costs, the usual modern deterrent.

If Hammurabi is to be taken at his word it would follow that
he was the originator not merely of the first legal code but, in certain
respects, of the most enlightened and liberal code that the world has
known. Before arriving at such a remarkable conclusion concerning
a system created nearly four thousand years ago, we must examine
some more of its detailed provisions. These are at once primitive
and p;:ogres_sive. Savage punishments and reasonable fines (varying
sometimes accotding to the status of the plaintiff: it cost more to
strike a patrician than aiplebeian) are imposéd“fér crimes of greater
or less seriousness. Both ‘the Zex falionis of Rome and the Mosaic
Coc}e of “aneye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth”2 are not merely
ant}ci.patcd but worked out with anatomical scrupulousness. By
insisting that the criminal should suffer the precise equivalent of the
harm inflicted upon his victim] a man who killed a boy was punished
by the execution not of himself but of his son, and so forth. Never-
theless, among these startling edicts there stand out ordinances

* The Code of Hammurabi may be studied in the edition of R. F. Harper, University

of Chicago Press, 1904, from which the ab dering is t in C. H. W. John’s
The Oldess Code of Lot 1008, ch the above rendering is taken, or in C. H Jo

? For the influence of Hammurabi’s Code on the Mosaic Code, see page 98.
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which are in advance of anything that has yet been given lcgis.]nuvc
form: for example, the law that 2 man who hag fallen victim to
unidentified robbers shall, upon making “an itemized statcment of
his loss” and swearirig_a suitably solemn affidavit, _bc rccompensed
from public funds. Clearly, Hammurabi did not think out all these
measures 7 vacuo. Being a clever conqueror, he most certainly arrived
at his system by careful compilation and co-ordination of the laws
of provinces recently subdued. .

While the Code of Hammurabi contains many _enlightened
measures, it betrays not the least concern for the rights of the
individual against the state. Admittedly, the absence ot such pro-
vision is probably duc not so much to conscious despotism as to the
fact that neither Hammurabi nor his subjects had ecnvisaged a
situation in which such rights could be exercised. Babylon, like
Sumeria, was a theocracy. The king, though not himsclf a priest,

. donned priestly robes at his coronation, thereby signifying the
absolute unity or identity of church and state, Taxation was imposed
not in the name of the king but in the name of Marduk, who was
considered owner of the soil of Babylon; and most of the money
went to the priests. If the king needed financial help, and was not
engaged in warfare that seemed likely to yield loot, he was obliged
to apply for help to the Temple treasuties, though he was usually
reluctant to do so unless in extreme difficulties. Moreover, in this
country of law and order, no professional lawyers existed. Legal
business was discharged by priests, who used the temples as assizes.
The courts of the Lord—an expression made familiar to us by the
Bible—were therefore also the courts of men. While the kings of
Babylon were not regarded as actuating the course of nature as well
as the processes of government, they remained divinely appointed
governors, fathers of their people, distinguished from mere magis-
trates by being vested with ancestral authority, against whom
rebellion or even contention was an act of impiety.

Thus, if Hammurabi’s people possessed no means of asserting
their rights against the system of government in force, they enjoyed
within that.system 2 considerable measure of material advantage

. and protection against molestation. Property, marriage, business,
trade, and labour were regulated in 2 manner that suggests a busy,
almost sophisticated, social life: for it is obvious that Hammurabi’s
regulations must have been formulated at an epoch when commerce
and industry, though often controlled by priests, had reached a high
stage of development. Nor have we any reason to suppose that
Hammurabi was interested exclusively in promoting the material
welfare of his people. To the Babylonians we probably owe the
beginnings of astronomy, mathematics, and medicine; and we know
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from the literary remains that have been found that they were
assiduous scholars and, to use a slight anachronism, bibliophiles.
Every temple of importance contained its library, which consisted
of brick tablets stored in jars as in a columbarium. On a series of
such tablets, found in the library of King Ashurbanipal at Nineveh
in 1854,! is engraved the Babylonian story of the Creation. These
tablets form but seven of 30,000 others which, copied by the
Assyrians from originals now lost, have provided us with more
detail concerning Babylonian society than we possess of nations
much closer to us in time. The majority of these tablets represent
routine busincss correspondence, including contracts, receipts, and
even I O Us.

To most people, a glance at history a few hundred years s.c.
induces a kind of chronological vertigo. The sense of proportion is
deranged for want of landmarks in time, or fixed stars in the
historical firmament. Roughly contemporary with Hammurabi was
that lonely priest Neferrohu, who, having lamented the collapse of
moral standards in the Egypt of his day, hailed the advent of a
saviour-monarch whom we have presumed to be Amenemhet I
(2061-2013 B.C.). We have referred to the dispute among historians
of ancient civilization concerning the relative moral advancement of
such countries as Egypt and Babylonia. In many ways the develop-
ment of the sciences and the arts run roughly parallel: the problems
of writing, mathematics, and government are worked out as
necessity engenders invention. While the Egyptian conception of
life, and above all the good life, matured eatlier by perhaps a
millenium than that of Babylon, and developed with greater con-
tinuity and consistency, we should not underestimate the enlighten-
ment of a society of which the ruler freely undertook, without
indulging in an idle boast, to “prevent the strong from oppressing
the weak, to enlighten the land and further the welfare of the
people”. For there is evident here a sense of abstract justice upon
which later pronouncements of this kind do not present a con-
spicuous improvement. Our own century, to exclude the past
altogether, has seen the open advocacy of theories of government in
which the rights of the weak against the strong—or, what comes to
the same thing, of the minority against the majority—have been not
so much ignored as derided. Once again, it may be argued that practice
does not always conform to theory. This is true: but if we are
interested in estimating moral or ethical growth, a man’s moral
standards must be judged by what he thinks he ought to do as well
as by what he does. It is the “spirit of the laws”, to use the phrase
made famous by Montesquieu, that counts. By this standard

! Sennacherib sacked Babylon in 689 B.c. Ashurbanipal reigned from 669-626 B.C.
F
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Hammurabi and his associates stand out among the carly champions
of justice.

Just as we knew little of Hammurabi before the discovery of the
potsherds or osfraka and the Code itself, so it is possible that archae-
ologists will one day unearth evidence of mature legislation belong-
ing to a much earlier age. Perhaps they have already donc so.
Nearly a thousand years before Hammurabi (about 2903 B.C.),
Yrukagina, King of Lagash, introduced a series of reforms into his
country, the general aim of which was to “protect the weak against
the strong”. In the view of many archaeologists, an investigation of
the Mesopotamian regjon as intensive as that made in Egypt during
the last century would reveal a civilization older in origin, though
not necessarily more mature, than that of ancient Egypt. Unless
supported by a series of discoveries in the cultural sphere, however,
the opening of such a new perspective would not therefore invali-
date the general point of view here maintained. As in evolution we
observe creatures which, though possessed of human characteristics,
have remained inexplicably undeveloped, so in history the intima-
tions of civilization are constantly surprising us by their early
appearance. This is especially true in art, the frontiers of which are
being thrust farther and farther back in time. What counts in
history, however, is continuity united with fecundity. Hammurabi’s
claim to attention is not merely that he compiled the first great legal
code, but that his work exerted a profound influence upon later
peoples. One such people was to accomplish a historical mission far
greater than that of either Egypt or Babylon. It is to this pcople that
we now turn; and we begin by turning south.

Abrabam

The final stage of Hammurabi’s conquest of the Mesopotamian
region was his overthrow in 1910 B.C. of his powerful rival Rim-
Sin, King of Larsa, a town south-east of Lagash and north of Ur.
Rim-Sin, who had been a capable and munificent ruler in his day,
was now an old man. Hammurabi, on the other hand, had proved
hlmse_lf an energetic young commander of marked administrative
capacity. Unable to retain the loyalty of the princedoms under his
cgntrol, Rim-Sin suffered the first defeat of his career. The Sumerian
kingdoms sutrendered. Ut, a Semitic city and no doubt sympathetic
to Hammurabi, did not even put an army in the field. She quietly
declgr.ed. herself uflder the protection of the king of Babylon. The
Semitic influence in both culture and commerce was now dominant
throughout Babylonia.

We now entet, though with much greater confidence than would
have been possible fifty or even thirty years ago, upon the realm of

/
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conjecture. Among the subjects of Rim-Sin was a man to whom
three of the great world religions still look back as their Patriatch,
the father of their faith. Abraham, for such was his name, inhabited
the town of Ur, known in the Bible as “Ur of the Chaldees™; and
it was from here that, according to Genesis, Chapter xi, verse 31, he
“went forth”, accompanied by his entire family, “to go into the
land of Canaan”. That journey, for reasons that we shall show, was
one of the most momentous ever to be undertaken.

The so-called Higher Criticism of the Bible did not arise, as
many suppose, in the 19th century. It was initiated by the Jewish
philosopher Spinoza (1632-77), who was ousted by the local
synagogue for criticizing, though not necessarily rejecting as false,
certain claims made by Holy Scripture.? In the last century, however,
critical scholarship of biblical sources, together with the archaeo-
logical investigation of sites associated with the Bible, made con-
siderable progress. The revelation of inconsistency, though
bewildering to the pious, need not injure faith: for if faith can move
mountains—which it may do, as on a journey the resolute traveller
puts them one by onc behind him—it can no doubt also overcome
logical contradiction. Credo quia impossibile est. But to the sceptic the
revelation of inconsistency is conclusive evidence of error. When,
therefore, the critics drew attention to contradictions and ana-
chronisms in scripture, the biblical narratives, though remaining
“magnificent literature”, were frequently dismissed as fiction.

By clearing away irrelevances and exposing slipshod scholarship,
the Higher Criticism achieved much that was of value, To say that
it has been largely superseded.is true. It has given place to what,
consistently enough, is a still higher criticism. This higher criticism
secks not merely to arrive at facts through a haze of myth; it also
secks to examine and analyse the mythical element itself. To the old
criticism, for instance, the fact that such figures as Abraham or
Moses are surrounded by a penumbra of legend was sufficient to
prove that these figures were themselves legendary, as if greatness
of reputation and posthumous fame were sufficient to cast doubt
upon the reality of the person to whom they attached. This attitude
had certain odd consequences. Denying the reality of the man but
being obliged to accept that of the myth, such critics—among whom
are some distinguished psychologists—proceeded to evolve a theory
whereby myths, especially those relating to leaders of men, played 2
part in history best described as organic or catalytic. Such myths

! The title “of the Chaldees™ is an anachronism. The Chaldeans belong to a later
epoch. Visitors to Urfa in south Turkey, a town difficult of access, are shown a cave
reputed to be Abraham’s birthplace. The claim is due to a confusion of names. Urfa

was known as Edessa in the eatly Christian epoch.
3 See the author’s companion volume, Chapter VIII.
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stranger . . . He does not dwell in the same spot, his feet are always
wandcring. From the days of Horus, he battles, he does not conquer,
and is not conquered”. With this we may compare the prophecy of
Balfiam in Numbers xxiii, 9, “Behold a people that dwells alone, and
amid the nations is not accounted.” The construction by the
Babylonians of the so-called Wall of the West as early as the third
millenium B.c. had been due to a desire to prevent the infiltration of
these unruly folk. Where such measures proved ineffective, local
governors did their best to put the nomads to useful work. Either
the)" were employed at stock-raising? or, to exploit their warlike
qualities, they were enlisted in the army, though in special battalions
In ﬂ.le manner of mercenaries or minorities. Rim-Sin, himself a
soldier, seems to have preferred the latter method of discipline.

In that repository of odd information, the ‘“Tel el-Amarna
Letters”, to which we have already referred in connection with
Ik naton’s imperial problems, we read of a people called the Habiri.

heir sporadic raids into Palestine from the desert were causing
concern to the local governors holding office under Pharaoh. For 2
time scholars were in doubt as to whether to identify Habiru and

abiri. Now they are inclined to do so. For if we recognize that the
Habiru were not necessarily an ethnic group but simply one of a
Vatiety of tribes united by love of wandering, the identity is more
easily acceptable. But the “Tel el-Amarna Letters” disclose 2 fact
Mmore interesting still, Mention is made therein of both I?I?.b}fl and
Aramaeans: but the ideogram here employed for Habiri is pre-
cisely that which conveys the notion of cut-throats and .bngand.s.

ow .it is possible, and even likely, that a governor reporting to his
Superiors an attack by foreigners upon imperial territory would
Smp the whole band together as brigands, just as we used to talk of

uns; but what emerges is that the Habiri were associated with a
group of people to whom the general name Aramaean attachfad, and
that this group led a life similar to that of the modern Bedouin.

ACCOrding to the account in Genesis, Abraham’s first halting-place
°n his journey to the land of Canaan was Harran, a town now
Situated in the south of Turkey near the Syrian frontier. Thgt suqh a
northward movement of a Habiri family was usual at this period

O¢s not destroy the uniqueness of Abraham’s journey: the unique-
Dess lies in that to which it gave rise. A northward migration had in
Act been going on for some time: tablets of the 15th century B.C.
ound not long ago at Kirkuk, the oil-town in the north of Iraq,
refer to the Habiri as frequently to be met with in the upper reglons
€so i ible causes to which these
potamia. Now there are two possi

! Jews during the

E Apart from forced Iabour, this was the main occupation of the
BYptian captivity,
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migrations can be ascribed. In the first place, it is nothing surprising
in a nomad people to betray evidence that thev wandcred. In the
second place, they may have had reason to believe that their services,
whether military or civil, might be better employed clsewhere than
in the south. We have seen that large numbers of Amorites scrved
in'the Sumerian army. Being mercenaries, their primary reason for
changing their allegiance would presumably have becn a mercenary
one: better pay and conditions were reported to be obtainable up
north. Not merely did Hammurabi appear to offer immediate
benefit. As potential master of the whole of Mesopotamia, he
offered as good a chance of permanent employment as any mercenary
troops could desire. We have no particular rcason to suppose that
Abraharn’; family belonged to the military caste, though Genesis,
Chapter X1v, reports a desert scrap in which Abraham and his men
clashed with the forces of “Amraphel King of Shinar”, who is
thoug_h'g by some to have been Hammurabi. But such an incident,
even if isolated, would not be unusual in 2 nomadic body, especially
as the story mentions that substantial booty was secured. It is more
likely that Abraha.m’s family were rich camel-owners, and that
Harran—a town with which they were probably already in touch!—
seemed, for reasons shortly to be mentioned, to offer better trading
prospects than Ur, ’
On this point negative information is almost as valuable as
positive. The Genesis narrative later refers to the large number of
Eampls Abmharél had at his disposal: but none of the thousands of
e}?si:r?:ii Orrfl:czr 0s fo}m:ind at Ur mention the camel. A probable
€Xp » UPOn which modern conditions shed considerable light,
is that the camel business ag altogether outside the normal affairs
of the dt ?Wn' Populated by as many as a quarter of a million people,
g}igﬁ 5 ;fit};eir;hf;n a thriving centre of business. The society that
“hjgh%y indjvidualisti:t:;;?yi\zas; o duore S Li-onard V(l/?pl)lley,z
materialistic and money—making hgn?t rorking and Lsona 1bersy:
tive of comfort and th g hard-working and most apprecia-
[rortand the good things of life”: in short, a sophisticated,
urban society in violent contrast tq the tribal society outside its
tgoéllfi‘ih{les- \X?}]llle 2]1) Calrllfil-owner might be both extremely rich and as
aealt }?rwvglu ldul;:e an life as any other merchant, the source of his
w » 28 It were, extra-mural, and might even be ex-
pressly concealed. Even today the use of camels within inhabited
areas in some Mldglle East countries is subject to restriction, and the
passage of these animals through the streets is limited to ni gl';t-time.

1 The name Harran means “way” or ¢ van”, indicati where
2y~ or “‘caravan”, indicating a plac j i
red. N g a place or junction wher

2 Woolley: Abraham, p. 131,
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To complete the picture, which must be drawn with precision if
we would understand the revolution in thought for which Abraham
was responsible, let us revert to the point from which we began:
namely the collapse of Rim-Sin’s Sumerian empire. While the
ordinary inhabitant of Ur or Larsa cannot have realized how critical
the situation was, the simultancous surrender of all the great
Sumecrian towns must have scemed to him a disaster greater even
than the ruthless sack of Ur by the Elamites in 2170 B.C. If he did
not judge it to be the end of Sumerian political hegemony, his
confidence in the national powers of recovery must have been put
to severe strain. But supposing that this anonymous citizen of four
thousand years ago was not a Sumerian but a Semitic nomad, his
attitude might have been very different. He had never really been
wanted. That was clear enough from the epithets customarily
applied to him. He, in turn, had never really “belonged”. That was
a consequence of his race, his habits, and the trade in which he was
engaged. Furthermore, it is the custom, as we know, for nations in
defeat to seek scapegoats among the minorities to which they have
formerly given protection. The nomadic Habiru, whose loyalty may
often have been in doubt, would be only too likely to incur some
portion of blame and recrimination. In these circumstances, his
decision to leave, even if already taken for economic reasons, would
no doubt have been hastened.

All this may account satisfactorily for the journey of Abraham’s
family from Ur to Harran. It does not yet throw light upon the
circumstances in which we are chiefly interested. If Abraham is still
looked upon as the father' of three out of the half-dozen great
religions of the world, at what point in his career and simultaneously
with what spiritual cxperience did he abandon the beliefs of his fore-
fathers and render homage to the One God? Such a change in out-
look cannot have been effected without some kind of spiritual crisis,
perhaps 2 family crisis; because a conversion in the conditions
of a theocratic state, with its enormous pantheon of national, local,
family, and nature gods, all demanding due allegiance, would be a
much more drastic affair than its equivalent today. Without inform-
ing us of the religion in which Abraham originally believed, the
Bible asserts (Joshna xxiv, 2) that his family ‘“served other gods”.
What other gods? Surely the gods of Sumeria, and in particular the
gods of Ur. Now the civic god of Ur was Nannar, a moon god.
Another town dedicated to a goddess of the moon was, curiously
enough, Harran. This latter goddess was named Terah. So was
Abraham’s father. Is it possible, perhaps, that Terah, coming of 2

family of moon worshippers, was named after the deity of a town
1 Though not the foundet. See p. 103. :
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with which the family, or at least the roaming tribes to which the
family belonged, had established close associations? If so, that might
explain why he set out in time of adversity for the place most likely
to afford him protection.

That Terah and his son should have left one “moon’ town to live
in another suggests not a weakening of belicf in the family god but
the determination to continue the same form of worship. The choice
of a place to live, which today is dictated by economic rather than
sentimental reasons, meant a great deal to our forcfathers. At cvery
level, even that of business and trade, religious considerations would
be given their due weight, as no doubt they were by the leader of the
party. But while the family would be dominated by the father,
nothing would prevent Abraham from professing other beliefs once
he succeeded Terah as head of the clan. Now wc know that Terah
died and was buried at Harran. And it was after his decease that,
according to the biblical account, Abraham received his first direct
message from “the Lord”. The message, in this case, took the form
of a command. Abraham was to lead his people to Canaan and there
to establish a new community.

What happened at Harran after the death of Terah? For it was
then, if at all, that the conversion must have taken place. Of its
nature the Bible affords no direct clue. We do not even know the
exact name of the God who, without apparent warning, issued the
command to strike camp. Nor did Abraham’s family know Him by
any other title than that of the “God of Abraham™ or (as the family
acqulreq other heads) the “God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob”. This
anonymity was preserved for much longer than is generally realized.
It continued for several centuries, perhaps for as long as a thousand
years, until, at a dramatic moment in the history of thc same clan,

God disclosed His identity to Moses. In an age when the names of
gods, and indeed the names of anything, were of particular signifi-
cance, this deliberate reticence on the part of Abraham’s god seems
to us as strange as Abraham’s own acquiescence in it.

’ If we approach this problem from a somewhat different point of
view, we may be able to explain not merely its baffling aspects but
the nature of the conversion which Abraham must have experienced.
Although the conversion assumed a drastic form by reason of the
complicated polytheistic faith against which it was a reaction, such
an experience might have been less obtrusive at Harran than at Ur.
It might even be a consequence of deciding to leave Harran, a place
known to the clan, for Canaan, a place unknown but promised.

As we have seen in the case of Aton, gods do not usually survive
the political defeat of their worshippers. To affirm as much is not to
adopt the condescending attitude of the rationalist historian to
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“primitive” beliefs. A god to whom a town looks for protection,
encouragement, and defence cannot dissociate himself, unless he
is a special kind of god, from public misfortune or disaster. Just as
the citizen of Sumer must have witnessed the national reverses with
foreboding, so his confidence in the civic gods must have undet-
gone corresponding deflation. If he was by nature devout, the one
form of pessimism would have been impossible to distinguish from
the other. Experience in other epochs and at similar times of stress
leads us to believe that minorities, even if of different religious
persuasion, may be no less attached to the gods or, as we might
say, principles of the country of their adoption than the nationals
themselves. Their attachment or respect may be particularly strong,
witness the feats of agents of non-British origin during the late war.
Thus the Habiru clans, though trcated as outcasts, may have con-
tained cultivated individuals, who, priding themselves on being
good citizens, shared to the full the disillusionment following
Sumer’s fall. Among these the family of Terah would be numbered.
In abandoning Ur, and in seeking a town of better omen, we may
well imagine a fundamental difference in attitude between the old,
conservative father, seeking a place of retirement under the pro-
tection of his personal god, and the son, eager to rebuild his fortunes.
Pursuing our conjectures to the limit, we can picture Abraham at
the death of his father as a man who, conscious of the great responsi-
bilities that had fallen upon him, considers what he can salvage
from the past to sustain him in his future wanderings.

Although the biblical narrative withholds until the appropriate
moment all direct information about the “God of Abraham”, we
know that He possessed a characteristic that distinguished Him from
others. This characteristic was that He moved about. Almost all
other gods were stationary or attached. This applied especially to
the gods of Sumeria. At Ur the Moon God, Nannar, had his own
private apartments in the Temple; while his wife, Nin Gal, had her
own bedchamber. The couple lived at Ur, nor did they leave the
capital except under compulsion, as happened when the Elamites
“captured” them by removing their statues to Susa. Likewise, all
nature gods were rooted in the soil, or in groves, mountains, of
rivers; they could not move, unless for some reason the natural
objects did themselves, as when a river overflowed or a volcano
erupted. From some interesting Hittite inscriptions of a later period
we learn of certain gods called Iani Habiri, which may be translated
cither as “gods of the Habiru” or, more likely, “Habiru gods”. By
referring to Habiru gods in this fashion the authorities were no
doubt emphasizing a characteristic for which such gods were well
known, namely their habit of accompanying the clan in its wanderings.
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biﬂc.d with worship of the household god who watched over the
family, both living and dead. Prayers, led by the head of the house-
old, would be Sﬂ'ld regularly and offerings made, usually in the
e pf foodi but it i.s an interesting fact that nonc of these chapels
ontains any inscription or sign whereby the domestic god can be
amed.? He was evidently regarded as a power whose identification
ther than as god of the family, past, prescat, and to come, was
onsxlcrcd unnecessary. That he was identified with the family was
I that mattered. 1f, as we may suppose, these ancient people, with
eir pronounccd religious sense, derived genuine consolation from
ome at least of the innumerable forms of worship at their disposal,
¢ may conclude that it was in the domestic chapel rather than in
the public tcmple that such emotions were most often stirred.

The family god lives with the family, moves with the family,
Joes not desert the family in its vicissitudes. It is the one god whose
seputation pndergoes no change when misfortune visits the little

roup, so intimately is it identified with its life through many
enerations. To a Habiri clan such as that of Abraham it would no
Joubt be much dearer than to more scttled families; but not until
the break with Ur and its gods effected by the death of Terah did it
ear to Al;raham, perhaps in a flash of insight ot perhaps as some-
¢hing very simple (the Bible suggests the latter), that it was the one
stay left. Forsaking all others, the family should allow itself to be
guided by the god who had steadfastly accompanied it up to that
moment. At that realization, God spoke.

To have followed the account in Chapter T of Egyptian religion
and thought, followed by the outline of ideas current in Babylon four
thousand years ago, will be to have confirmed our initial observation,
namely that in studying the mind of the Orient we are unable to
separate, if not to distinguish, religion and philosophy. There has
sometimes been a tendency, not unrelated to the school of Higher
Criticism, to suggest that the two not merely can but must b’e;
distinguished if we are to isolate what ancient man “really thought
from.the tissue of “beliefs” with which, for reasons left to bp
explained, he encumbered himself. A more scientific apprczflch is
that W}}{Ch regards the beliefs themselves as what he “really
thought”, and proceeds to enquire how such beliefs came tO be
entertained. This is history; the rest is prejudice thinly filsgmsedhas
scientific impartiality. To endeavour to peel off the belief, Ellllilt Clé
supernatural or merely “numinous”, as if it formed a . (?
chrysalis concealing and constricting the putterfly of fact, 18 £0.60

/1 (}-fI Martin Buber: Moses (1946), p. 205. But Bubet, following Kal-uu_fmz\m'l’rhi s(legfﬁ'
of the Hebrew Religion, 1, p. 675), says that these gods received no wors .ll' offerings.
seem to be incompatible with the existence of domestic:chapels and votiv
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violence to the state of mind of men not necessarily more irrational
than ourselves, and to render our understanding of them much more
difficult than it need be. Hence our attempt to reconstruct from the
available evidence what Abraham, in initiating a ncw dcvelopment
in the outlook of man, thought he was doing.

To trace the process whereby the family god of Abraham
became the “Most High God” of Isracl is to show, first of all, that
there is no obvious contradiction between a private god becoming a
public one if the public group is simply an expansion, as in the present
case, of a private unit. The family of Abraham was already a clan;
it developed into a tribe in the natural process of moving as a unit
across vast stretches of desert. Naturally, Abraham and his near
relations would still form a kind of central nucleus, as it was the
custom for the elders to remain an inner clan of their own. Thus in
the 14th chapter of Genesis we learn that among Abraham’s followers
there were a number of “bondsmen”, men presumably who had
agre;d to bind themselves to him as a natural leader. Such stray
adherents, who attached themselves casually and finally decided to
throw in their lot with the chief, were common enough in desert
life. Even the “stranger within their gates” is in Moses® time per-
mitted to enjoy all the communal privileges, such as resting on the
Sabbath. The tribe must be prepared against attack—“And when
Abraham heard that his brother was taken captive, he armed his
trained servants, born in his own house, three hundred and eighteen,
and pursued them into Dan” (Genesis xiv, 14). And with every desert
encounter the tribal unity was strengthened, the reputation of
Abraham enhanced, the God of Abraham magnified.!

. To conceive of the family God of Abraham on the analogy of the
d1.m1nutive modern family, conditioned by the semi-detached house,
hire-purchase and state allowances, is to form a grotesquely inaccut-
ate picture of its size and complexity. The God of such a “snowball”
band was already god of a community, hence a God of potentially
universal appeal. The transition was both natural and inevitable.
Above all it was historical. The cathedrals of Europe, the parish
churches of England, the chapels and meeting houses of America,

the missionary huts of Africa and Asia, represent the gigantic
projection of that process in time.

Abraham the bearer of civilization
This is not the place to enter into biblical controversy by

debating the relative importance or antiquity of this or that passage
in the Old Testament. In view of recent archaeological discoveties,

! Abraham would not accept payment for military aid rendered to others. Sce
Genesis xiv, 23.
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the subject is of great fascination; but our object is to trace man’s
early ideas about life and death, good and evil, and in pursuance of
this task we must now turn to another aspect of Abraham’s character
of which little was suspected until the beginning of the present
century. In short, we must study Abraham as the transmitter of
civilization in the form of both myth (using that word in no deroga-
tory sense) and law. Woolley has pointed out that not until the story
of Abraham begins to unfold does the Bible truly become alive.
What precedes this story is mere chronicle, a hotchpotch of legend
and imaginative speculation thrown together with little regard for
consistency. Much of this material owes its origin to pre-Hebraic
sources ; and, where an indubitable Babylonian source can be proved,
we are inevitably led to enquire how such accounts can have been
handed on from one civilization to another.

The seven tablets discovered at Nineveh in 1854 record one by
one the days of the creation of the world according to Babylonian
tradition. On the first of these tablets it is related how Apsu, the

Ocean, father of all things, and Tiamat, Chaos, the mother, mingled
together. At a time when

No field was formed, no marsh was to be seen

When of the gods none had been called into béing
And none bore a name and no destinies were ordained,
Then were created the gods in the midst of heaven.

As a result of this huge gestation, order began slowly to form as
the gods assumed control of their respective spheres. But before
much progress could be made, Tiamat, suddenly resolving to make
an end of her progeny, engulfed all the gods save one, Marduk.
According to the fourth tablet, Marduk “stood upon Tiamat’s
hinder parts and with his merciless club he smashed her skull”’. Then,
intent upon ;endering her for ever innocuous, he “devised a cunning
plan; he split her up like a flat fish into two halves™, Having thus
splatc]ncd and divided her, “one half of her he established as a
covering for heaven™, and the other half “he spread out under his

feet to form the earth”. Then, so the fifth tablet relates, he resumed
the task of setting the universe in order:

He made the stations for the great gods,

The stars, their images,! as the stars of the Zodiac he fxed.
He ordained the year and into sections he divided it,
For the twelve months he fixed three stars . . .

The moon-god he caused to shine forth, and night he entrusted to him.

1 An idea to be found also in Plato.
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Finally, deciding to make a creature who should not mcrely cnjoy
this stupendous work, but give thanks to the gods who fashioned
and sustained it, Marduk proceeded to creatc man. This achicve-
ment is the burden of the sixth tablet: “My blood will I take and
(presumably by mixing it with carth) bone will I fashion ... I will
create man who shall inhabit the earth.”

According to Babylonian tradition, the early condition of man-
kind was the reverse of simple and idyllic. Man was a crcature as yet
uninstructed in the arts and crafts of life. Just as the Egyptians, who
held a similar view, regarded Thoth as the first teacher of man and
in particular. the inventor of writing, so the Babylonians attributed
man’s capacity to fend for himself in a hostile world to the instruc-
tion of a creature called Oannes, a kind of enormous fish-man. Even
$0, since man did not prove an amenable creature, the gods resolved
in due course to destroy him. A flood of unprecedented dimensions,
overwhelming the entire earth, promised to annihilate all natural
creatures. But Ea, goddess of Wisdom, whom Marduk had con-
SUIted’JJefqre making man (“He opened his mouth and unto Ea he
spoke —sixth tablet), seems to have regretted the god’s decision.
She decided to save a man called Shamash-napishtim and his family,
who ureldir her %uédance set to work to build an ark.

Story of Shamash-napishtim is told in a remarkable epic
Eg‘:ﬁy\‘a’ﬁiht\gas inscribed 0121 twelve tablets found in the sz}lr)n'e
the Eps of aG .lrorn which the Creation story was recovered. This is
ot s er] ; antesh, a poem which some experts believe to date
ant of Shamzshf 3000 B.C. Gilgamesh, King of Unek, was a descend-
of the poem An‘j‘PIS}}lltlm., \Yhose adventurps are {elatcd in the course
the most préciss 12 the Biblical account with wl:nch we are familiar,
constructing & 1:- etails are ﬁgst given of the size of the ark under
0. Shamash speaks in the first person:

On the fifth day I drew its design

In its plan 120 cubits high on each of its sides.

By 120 cubits it corres i
; ; onded on each edge of its .
Tlaid down jts form, lpcnclosed it, ; oot

I constructed it in six storeys,

> l11v1d1ng It into seven parts . . .

Th;’ze sats of bitumen I poured over the outside,
€ sars of bitumen I poured over the inside.

Having finished the vessel. * . ,
the cattle of the ﬁelils,siﬂe I put on board my family and relatives,

beasts of the field,” and when “tl

- : ! s hen the

’;ppomtqd time arrived and.the ruler of darkness at eventide sent a
cavy rain, I entered the ship and shut my door”. For seven nights

the storm continued:
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The wind blew, the flood, the tempest overwhelmed the land.

When the seventh day drew near, the tempest, the flood,

Ceascd from the battle in which it had fought like a host.

Then the sea rested and was still, and the wind storm and the flood ceased,
1 opened the window and daylight fell upon my face.

Soon land was sighted, and “the mountain of the land of Nisir held
fast the ship and suffered it not to stir”; whereupon

I sent forth a dove and let her go,
The dove went to and fro,
But there was no resting place and she returned.

So Shamash tried first a swallow and then a raven. The latter,
“beholding thc abatement of the water, came near, wading and
croaking, but did not return”. Shamash then gave the order to
disembark, and, camping on the peak of the mountain, made
sacrifice and offered a libation. Apparently the recession of the flood
was due to the fact that the gods, once having decided to destroy
man, realized that they would now cease to be worshipped and
thus be deprived of burnt offerings. For when Shamash makes it
his first duty to offer thanksgiving, “the gods smelt the sweet
savour, the gods gathered like flies about him that offered up the
sacrifice”.

What is remarkable about this account, which we know to have
already been i» writing during the time of Abraham, is its resemblance
not metely in outline but in actual phrasing to that given in Geresis,
Chapters vii, viil, and ix. Even the offer of sacrifice (ix, 20) is repro-
duced, with the comment that God “smelt the sweet savour”,
though the entire theological aspect has been subject to revision in
conformity with Hebrew monotheism. That the “mountain of
Nisir” should have been changed to that of Ararat is natural, as the
latter would be the highest peak in the “world”” known to ’inhabi-
tants of Palestine and northern Syria.

Now the story as related in the Epic of Gilgamesh, which records
incidentally how Shamesh-napishtim was made immortal for
assisting thc? p.reser.vatipn of man and other forms of life, is not a
pure essay in imaginative writing. Whereas the main story of the
Epic, of which we possess only a fragment, is concerned with the
adventures in }ovc, battle, and the search for truth of the hero
Gilgamesh, it 1s no motre completely a work of fiction than the
Odyssey ot the lliad. Just as Troy was a real place and its siege an
historical engagement, so we have reason to believe that the flood
described in the Epic forms the memory, however vague and dis-
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torted, of an historic episode. In the course of their excavations at
Ur, Woolley and his colleagues succeeded, by sinking dcep shafts into
the soil, in exposing the levels at which the town was successively
rebuilt in the four thousand years of its history. At a certain level
the layers were found to be interrupted by an immense quantity of
silt. This could be explained only by the onset of a catastrophic
inundation (milder forms of which were as common in this area as
in the Nile Valley); for lying immediately beneath the deposit were
further ruins in layers similar to those nearer the surface. Woolley
has also drawn attention to the authenticity of much of the local
colour of the story: the comparative shallowness of the inundation,
so familiar and welcome at other times, the caulking of the ark with
bitumen, 2 local product of proved utility, and so on. Nor nced we
suppose that this flood, though very likely to have been the Flood,
was the first of its kind: such disasters represented a recurrent threat
to a land dependent for its fertility upon a highly complicated, man-
devised system of irrigation, traces of which remain over much of
modern Iraq.

In the Creation Myth we have something entirely different. This
is not the story of a historical episode, but a plain allegory. As an
allegory, it is admittedly a great deal cruder than the Memphite
Drama, with its remarkable excursion into metaphysics; but the
reader will no doubt have observed in it a gleam, however faint, of
something more profound, something that lifts it above being a
mere blood-and-thunder myth. Tiamat and Apsu are monsters. And
the product of their union so closely resembles a monstrous-birth
that the chaos-mother is moved to destroy it in self-loathing. She in
turn is killed, not without brutality, by Marduk, who is himself a
kind of monster. Before Marduk creates man, however, he consults,
not another monster like himself, but the goddess Ea, the embodi-
ment of Wisdom. It is likewise Ea who, observing the imminent
return of chaos, intercedes for man and ensures his preservation.
Agcordmg to thqse early bardic-philosophers, therefore, man’s
existence and survival have something to do with the power of an
intelligence comparable to the Egyptian Maat, the Chinese Tao, and
the Greek Logos: a power perpetually at war with the forces of
disorder, barbarism, and chaos.

This petception of the divine principle at work both in the world
iﬁg 1; r:xhaél 11350 ?Qfagegc_ tl}l;l othe}r1 parts of the Epic of Gilgamesh, over-

e hot 11 much extravagant fantasy and grotesque
a Verll1 d. e conclusion of.the fragment, Gilgamesh, mourn-
ing the ea}th of his friend Engidu, is driven to reflect upon the
nature of llfc' angl deat'h. Having sought out and communed with
Shamash-napishtim, his immortal ancestor, he finally decides to
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seck a personal interview with Engidu. Although this must naturally
entail the latter’s emergence from the underworld, Gilgamesh prays
fervently to the appropriate gods and Engidu finally appears. When
he is asked by Gilgamesh to unfold the secrets of death, however,
he replies, “I1f I were to tell thee that which I have seen, terror would
overthrow thec, thou wouldst faint away.” Gilgamesh’s answer,
which in effect concludes the fragment, is as follows, “Though
terror should overwhelm me and I should faint away, yet tell me.”
This spirit of obstinate enquiry, apparent in a folk-tale five thousand
years old, is perhaps the sole power capable of carrying man through
the next five thousand years, if in the meantime he does not unlock
the secrets of nature to his own destruction.

When, we may now ask, did the Hebrews first learn of these
legends? Was it not during their Captivity, which dated from about
586—538 B.C.? So it has often been surmised. But there are a number
of grounds for rejecting this view. We know from the biblical
account—and we would in any case assume—that the Babylonian
Captivity was a time of great heart-searching and recall to the basic
principles of faith. There had been 2 marked tendency to compromise
with the rulers, and even to neglect the traditional worship. At such
a time the compilers and guardians of the sacred lore would have
taken steps to see that nothing but orthodox and accredited material
were placed on record. While they might well have corrected and
rewritten the story of the Creation and the Flood, it is unlikely that
they would have chosen that particular moment to incorporate such
stories from outside. In view of the extreme exclusiveness of
Hebrew tradition, the contemporary popularity of such stories in
their original form would have been a reason for rejecting rather
than for accepting them. The fact that they are embodied in the Old
Testament at all suggests that they were already part of the tradi-
tional sacred writings. Biblical scholars now hold that the eatly
books of the Bible are based upon sources which not merely date
from as eatly as 1000—9oo B.C., but represent the first written record
of an oral tradition of greater antiquity. These sources, three in
number, are known as P., J., and E. Source P. hardly concerns us. It
is so-called because it forms a kind of Priest’s Code, with details of
ritual and ecclesiastical law as practised at the end of the Babylonian
captivity. The other sources are distinguished one from the other
by the different words they employ for God: J. calls Him Yahve and
E. Elohim, a word in the plural number. Both represent accounts of
Hebrew history and religion from the point of view of what we may
call the common man. As both J. and E. contain distinct versions of
the Creation and the Flood stories, and as both are thought to date
from a period prior to the Babylonian exile (J. certainly does in the

G
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opinion of most scholars), the casc may be considered proved.!

What we may further suggest, though without the same show of
proof, is that these particular stories werc among the clements of
Sumerian and Babylonian tradition brought to Palestine by Abraham
and his followers. There exists incidentally a tablet in the dialect
known as Harrian, which was that spoken at Harran, rccording a
version of the Flood story in which the hero is called not Shamash-
napishtim but Nah-molet. Now the name Noah, which bears a
resemblance to no other name in the Bible, may well have been
derived from at least the first syllable of the “Harrian” name.?
We have at least proof here that the story was circulating in a place
with which Abraham and his family were closcly identified over
many years. Nor, on this basis, would the insertion of Ararat—the
nearest high mountain after the Taurus peaks—be difficult to explain.

Code and Covenant

W(:, have spoken of Abraham as the transmitter of some of the
world’s great myths; we have now to speak of him as the transmitter
of some of the great legislative principles in history. The Code of
Hammurabi formed, as we suggested above, a compilation of various
legal codes or customs in force among the peoples whom the great
king of Babylon wished, after subduing, to unite. The task of
co-ordination and collation must have engaged the attention of a
large number of experts, working first in the field and later in
groups. Whenever the ancient world speaks of an achievement as
due to one man, we may suspect the united labour of a number of
expert assistants,

{h; Code of Hammurab; represents a great triumph of committee-
K:\fe ¥ cerllllon’;%dthe: legal systems to which particular attention must
already rea?:hedwas hEhat of Sumeria, where law and litigation had
Every plea and c?) gh degree of development and complexity.
and el unter-plea was .scrupulously recorded on tablets,
oy (]: 1 fI}flocedure was established on a rigid basis. Now when
thg 2eseerc1)t ammurabi was redisgover,ed and translated early in

pr century, the extraordinary resemblance between its
EIOWSIOI}S amclﬁthose of the Mosaic Code or Book of the Covenant
i;;;trirz:;mx]vr}?fl a;ely apparent. Many of the individual items were
2, ¢ the wording of many more was similar. In view of

the nototiety acquited by the Mosaic edict of “an eye for an eye and
a tooth for a tooth”, which Christ singled out expressly as summing
up the spirit of the Old Dispensation, it is interesting to quote the

1 .
of an:‘l?:i (l::?l::llgllag: l:il: three accounts from the material available has been a triumph

* See an article in the Journal of the Royal Asiatic § ociety, 1925, by Father Burrows.
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literal rendering of Hammurabi’s law on the subject: “If 2 man
destroy the eye of another man, they shall destroy his eye. If the
man knock out the tooth of a man of his own rank, they shall knock
out his tooth.” That the Mosaic Code should owe nothing to that
of Hammurabi on the ritualistic side is hardly surprising. It 1s on the
social side that the rescmblance is most impressive.

These indisputable similaritics dispose of the view that the Code
was invented by Moses. No legal code was “invented” by anyone.
Moses himself must have gone to a good deal of trouble to co-
ordinate the laws already in force among the tribes under his
leadership. His work did not stop there, nor was such co-ordination
its most important aspect. What he chiefly sought to do was to put
his followers in mind of their old traditions, which their prolonged
sojourn in Egypt had rendered dim.! He himself had already had a
taste of desert life 2among the Midianites. Much of his efforts,
therefore, would have been directed to a revival, compatible with
the new conditions, of the legal customs of that period in Hebrew
history in which the tribes were, as then, on the march. During his
journey from Ur to Harran, and from Harran to Palestine, Abraham
had maintained order by means of the legal customs in which he
had becen brought up. Changes appropriate to a desert life must
naturally have been introduced: nevertheless “there is in the Old
Testament concrcte evidence for the fact that the tent-law of
(Abraham’s) family was actually the law of Sumer™.? If, in other
words, Moses had drawn up his Code of Laws before reaching the
Promised Land, he—a man ‘“learned in the wisdom of the
Egyptians”—could not possibly have compiled the Book of the
Covenant, as described in Exodus, in language reminiscent of the
laws of Hammurabi: he would more likely have been tempted to
introduce clements from Egyptian law.3 In bringing the tribes to a
better understanding of the God of Abraham—a task which, in
spite of thc miracles of preservation already experienced by them,
he apparently found extremely difficult, judging from their inherent
tendency to idolatry—Moses would have sought to revive as much
as possible the law to which Abraham had conformed all his life.*
The law in question was that of Hammurabi. Although Hammurabi’s
Code remained authoritative in Mesopotamia for several centuries

1 See especially Martin Bubet’s Moses, chapter on “The Sabbath”. It must be
remembered likewise that the stay in Egypt lasted probably about 400 years.
2 Woolley: Abrabam, p. 183.
3 The same argument disposes of the view that the Hebrews acquired their law
from the inhabitants of Palestine among whom they had come to settle. Palestine had
long been patt of the Egyptian empire.

4 For further evidence that Abraham acted according to Sumerian law, particularly
in the case of Hagar, see Woolley: .Abrabam, Chapter V.
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after the death of Moses, we cannot imagine that it was assimilated
by the Hebrews at a later period. As in the casc of the Creation and
Flood legends, a later borrowing was incompatible with the desire
of devout cditors to preserve, not to say insulate, authentic Patri-
archal traditions from those likely to exert a direct threat to their
purity.?

Earlier in this chapter we showed that as the domination of
Babylon by Hammurabi and his successors became complete, the
old Sumerian culture gave place to that of the conquering people.
Thus the language of Sumeria gradually assumed the status of a
classical language, to be studied in schools for its ““cultural’ value,
as we study Greek and Latin. In one sphere only it remained alive.
The temple services of Babylonia were performed not in contem-
porary speech but in Sqmerian: a practice resembling that adopted
by the Roman Church in its performance of the Mass, and also by
the Moslem use of classical Arabic for religious practice. Such
Sumerian religious literature as has survived suggests that its
corpus must originally have been immense, perhaps as great in pro-
portion as that of the Hindus, who are quantitatively the most
religious of peoples. Much of the Sumerian scriptures consist of
magical lore and treatises on demonology: there is a great deal of
such matter on the tablets from the library of Ashurbanipal. Of all
the literature that has survived, nothing is more interesting than the
series of poems best described as penitentia] psalms. Composed in
Sumerian, as was to be expected, these psalms might well be in-
cluded in the Christian biblical canon without exciting the least
suspicion as to their origin. In form they exhibit that “parallelism
of numbers”, peculiar to hymnography, which seems to have first
been employed in the hymns of the eatly Pyramid Texts. Breasted
maintains that the Hebrews borrowed this technique (which
suggests an antiphonal mode of petformance) direct from the
Egyptians. It is equally possible that the Hebrews derived it from
the Babylonians, whose religious temperament was much closer in
spirit. Although not all these psalms are strictly penitential, the
themes of abasement before God and the weight of sinfulness are
those which prompt the psalmist to most eloquent expression:

Mankind is perverted and has no judgment:

Of all men who are alive, who knows anything? . ..
O Lotd, do not cast aside thy servant:

He is cast into the mire, take his hand!

I,An exan}plc of a prohibition all the more necessary in view of the influence of
foreign practice was that concerning images. The Egyptian practice of representing
their gods must have been a petpetual temptation to the Hebrews: hence the second
commandment of the Decalogue with its absolute ban upon image-making.
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The sin which I have sinned, turn to mercy!

The iniquity which I have committed, let the wind carry away!
My many transgressions tear off like a garment!

My god, my sins are seven times seven . . . etc.

Such utterances, even in a bald translation, are perceived to
differ radically from the “mock” penitential rhymes from Tse Book
of the Dead. The mood prevailing is one of spiritual anguish. Except
in rare instances, The Book of the Dead is an anthology of religious
humbug, like the rules of a celestial game of forfeits. From what we
know of Babylonian social life we may also be reassured on another
point: these psalms were not simply a verbal channel for the off-
loading of the individual’s emotions. Babylonian “sin catalogues”,
wherewith the individual worshipper took regular soundings of his
spiritual condition, have survived. Moreover, the theme of penitence
was carried into everyday life. Certain days in the year, for instance,
were set aside for the purposes of penitential reflection. The word
shabattu, which applied to these particular days, was also applied to
the middle of the month. Four other days, the 7th, 14th, 21st, and
28th, significantly separated by intervals of seven,! were regarded as
dies irac_on which the high officials from the king downwards
refrained from carrying out their normal duties. The word shabattu,
from which is derived Sabbath, carries the meaning of “calming of
the heart”. The notion survives, with a difference in orientation, in
the statement in Genesis that “God rested the seventh day and
hallowed it”. In Exodus xxxi, 17, we find a phrase suggesting that,
after the creation of the world, God “rested and breathed freely”.
“Calming of the heart” may also mean propitiating the regularly-
incurred anger of the gods, as if every so often they called to mind
their remorse at having created man. In borrowine the word
shabattu, the Hebrews proceeded to apply it to pre?:isely those
days of the week which the Babylonians regarded as ‘“‘cursed”.
Significantly enough, the Hebrew conception of the Sabbath was
altoge'ther more serene than the Babylonian; and this may explain
why, in seeking a word for it, they took over (perhaps uncon-
sciously) thflt which applied in Babylon to a specially holy day.
For the mid-month festival was that of the full moon, the day
on which Nannar or Terah appeared in the highest perfection of
beauty.

Whether we shall ever possess enough insight into Babylonian
psychology to discover why, and how early, certain days were
regarded as of bad omen (or, to use our modern shirking word,
unlucky) is more than doubtful. Like many other peoples, the

1 Cf. also the term “‘sabbatical year”,

A relic of the same notion may perhaps be
found in the expression “‘seventh heaven” Y perhep
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Babylonians held seven to be a sacred number. If, as is possible, they
were the first to believe the world to have been created in seven days,
whatever they may have meant by “day”, the isolation of every
seventh day in the month as an occasion for national humiliation
suggests the commemoration of an event of cosmic significance.
Nor would this hypothesis be nullified if it were proved, as has often
been suggested, that the idea of seven-day creation was the conse-
quence rather than the cause of the universal vencration for this
number.

As the Babylonians were the originators, so far as we know,
of the lunar month of twenty-eight days,! it seems clear that the
black days were those connected with the phases of the moen. But
we should need to penetrate the depths of their minds, 45 e have
succeeded in penetrating the ruins of their houscs, in order to
understand why they insisted upon punctuating their Jjyes with
such intervals of self-castigation.? Such a tendency may be the result
of the growing rigidity of custom, which seems to cast 24 atmo-
sphere of solemnity over that which it no longer, o only half,
understands. Certain persons, in England at least, deplore the
tendency towards the ‘“continental Sunday”, forgctting that there
has likewise been 2 tendency towards something cqually removed
in spitit from the original “Sunday”’, namely the kind’ of dismal
festival represented on occasion by the Scottish Sabbath, Thus the
Babylonian days of abasement may be as much a perversion of early
moon festivals, as the Hebrew Sabbath of the New Testament—for
the violation of which Christ was reproachcd by the Jews—was a
perversion of the original Sabbath introduced or  revived by
Moses. For we cannot help observing the oddity of the sjtuation
described in Johy v, where, so far as healing the sick is concerned, it
is apparently permissible for the angel to “‘trouble the waters”, but
blasphemy for Christ to trouble the Sabbath.

Just as it is impossible to invent a legal code, so it is impossible
to invent a religion. We constantly hear of new religions, especially
Jn countries like the United States where there is 2 good deal of
‘unexpended female mental energy/ but such gospels are sure to
reveal, upon examination, familiar 4nd even! banal characteristics. A
man may decide to worship a colour, but that was done long ago in
Sytia, where a sect still worships the colour blue; or himself, but
that was done by a Roman Emperor. In our account of Abraham
we have failed of our purpose if we have given the impression that

. 1 They wete also the first to divide the day into twelve hours, and the hour into
sixty minutes, though they also expetimented with an hour divided into thirty minutes.

* Mircea Eliade, jn his book Le Mythe de )’ Eternel Retour, maintains that “/a durée des

nations exigeait Jo répétition périodique d’actes cosmogoniques et que tout sacrifice répete Je sacrifice
initial et coincide ayer Jyi?,
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he personally invented the faith \.vhich, for.the next two thous::md
years, goes by the name of _]udalsm. He did nothing of the kind.
“The men whom we call founders of religions ate not really con-
cerned with founding 2 religion, but wish to establish a human
world that is subject to divine truth: to unite the way of the earth
with that of heaven,”! That is a statement the importance of which,
for reasons at which we hinted in our first chapter, has tended to be
obscured in the Western world. It remains the plain truth about the
oriental world, the key to its spiritual mentality. Except in very rare
instances, the orjental mind does not argue about the existence of a
divine realm, Sych a realm is accepted as a fact. If there is any
argument at all jt is concerned with the degree to which the natural
or material woyeld falls short of this realm in respect of truth and
reality.

In the light of these considerations, it is no less misleading to
describe Moses g the true founder of Judaism than so to describe
Abraham. Lijke 7oroaster or Buddha, both Abraham and Moses
were engaged jin establishing or re-establishing the ““divine con-
nection”, Connection, in both their cases, involved also connection
with the past, They innovated to conserve; the one to keep his
family, the other his tribe, together. This is the explanation of the
so-called Covenants (berizh) which Abraham and Moses, and later
Josiah, are reported to have concluded with Yahve. Such covenants
are somectimes described on the analogy of contracts or even
political agreements. The Jews were free at last from the authority
of Pharaoh. In the desert they began to exhibit a tendency towards
anarchy, as people suddenly released from political despotism are
inclined to do. The other form of rule available to them was that of
the desert wanderer, the Bedouin, whom they had already encoun-
tered in their brush with the Amalekites, kept at bay so long as
held Moses aloft his staff (Exodus xvii, 8).

The object of the Covenant was to assert the authority of a
different form of rule, that of Yahve Himself. In another of its
aspects the Covenant was a way of establishing that permanent
relationship between God and man first announced in Gesesis after
the survival of Noah, and of which the symbol was the bow in the
clouds. If the Covenant needed later to be renewed, as was often the
case, that was due to man’s repeated failure to realize the implica-
tions of such a relationship. Such a human-divine pledge was not
unique. The more we study the Archaic culture the more we
discover that Covenants between man and God form part of the
traditional mythology of ancient races. Covenants can be made with
the devil too; we have yet to see whether the modern world’s

1 Martin Bubecr: Moses (1946), p. 82,
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covenant with science and technology is not of this diabolical
character.!

A study of man’s early conceptions of good and cvil cannot
ignore, in discussing the history of Isracl,® certain arguments tend-
ing to diminish the spiritual insight attributed to the Old Testament
Jews. In philosophy we cannot slur over difficultics or ignore
criticism: these must resolutely be faced. It has bcen said that
Yahve, instead of being the invisible, unrepresentable God who first
disclosed His true identity to Moses, was in fact a god alrcady well
known in the district where He was first encountered. The Sinai
peninsula, it is true, shows evidence of volcanic activity of, geo-
logically speaking, recent occurrence. Such phenomena inevitably
gave rise to notions of the presence of spirits or local deitics. Yahve,
it is held, was a fire or volcano god. And Moscs’ first genuine
encounter with Yahve took place on thc mountain where He
permanently resided.

This theory is extremely plausible. Even if true, it is not
necessarily damaging. The naming of a god may originally have
been as accidental, or as little to the purpose, as the naming of a
person, though admittedly this is not likely among pcople to whom
naming was a scrious matter. But, as far as we know, the name
Yahve.was not attached to any god honoured on Sinai.? Like most
volcanic regions, Sinai could presumably boast of a volcano god,
and such a god was bound to receive homage from local inhabitants.
The Hebrews were neither local inhabitants nor, according to our
argument so far, did they regard Yahve as an “‘attached” god. He
temporarily inhabited Sinaj as he temporarily inhabited the Burning
Bush, which, because of its momentary inmate, “was not con-
sumed”—and indeed as He had temporarily inhabited the desert
spring perceived by Abraham’s maid Hagar (Genesis xvi, 7, 13).
This momentary investment of natural objects proved not so much
His kinship with ordinary nature gods, whose essence was to remain
in one place, as His absolute difference from them. By taking up
positions all along the line, as it were, He made mock of their fixity.

If Mount Sinaj harboured a god, as we have suggested, what
was he c.allcd..D We. do not know. But we do know that a tribe called
the Kenites inhabited this region, or, since they may have been a
wandeting PCOPle, frequently visited it. This tribe probably helped
to work the nelghbouring copper mines; some of them were ore-

" 11t is worth remarking that the outstanding characters of the Bible do not mix with
the gods. Humanity and divinity are always separate. The reference to giants on carth
in Genesis vi, 4, is obviously an interpolation.

2 The meaning of Israel is ““God rules”. Cf. Islam, “submission (to God)™.
2 See Montgomery: Arabia and the Bible (1934), p. 10, and Buber: The Prophetic
Faith (1949), p. 25.
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smelters or travelling smiths. Their god may well have been that of
Sinai, whose activity on a grand scale so closely resembled their
own. We cannot suppose that Moses’ wife, a Midianite, had not
spoken to him of the mountain god of this district. The subject is
bound to have arisen in a household in which theological discussions
must have been frequent. And when her father Jethro visits Moses
at Sinai and is informed (Exodus xviii) of what Yahve had done
for the pcople of Israel, his exclamation, “Now I know that Yahve
is greater than all the gods,” rescmbles the episode in Genesis (xiv),
in which Melchizedek makes a similar declaration to Abraham. In
the first case, the god is called EI’Elyon, the name of Melchizedek’s
god, for which Abraham deliberately substitutes the “Most High
God” of his fathers. In the second episode, the word Elohim is used,
which, as explained above, is a word meaning gods as well as God.
Now the statement of Jethro (who is here described as a priest) is
sometimes taken to suggest not merely that he attributed Israel’s
fortune to the bounty of his own god, before whose sanctuary the
company were encamped, but that thereafter Moses and his people
were converted to this same god, whose name was Yahve. What
happened was precisely the contrary, as the later history of Israel
proved. Both incidents describe the kind of Covenant, human as
well as divine, whereby Yahve became through His representative
the God of peoples other than Israel, until in the time of the prophets
He was pronounced a God universal in both power and appeal: in
short, a God not of Nature but of History.

The Prophets

After wandering in the desert for as long as forty years—a period
which, though apparently excessive even for a heterogeneous group,
might well have elapsed in the case of nomads—Canaan was finally
conquered, and an era of settlement followed. The history of this
settlement, with its disturbances and upheavals no less serious than
those of the desert trek, must briefly be passed over. Isracl was
governed first by judges and then by kings, of whom Saul, David,
and Solomon were the most distinguished, the last two being men
of unusual vision and wisdom. Nothing is recorded of either Saul
or David outside the Bible, but patt of the Book of Kings has been
confirmed from inscriptions found in 1935 at Tel Ad-Duweir. After
Solomon’s death in or about 937 B.c., Israel was convulsed with
civil war. As a result, the country split into two kingdoms, a
northern kingdom of Ephraim with its capital at Samaria, and 2
southern kingdom of Judah of which the capital remained at
Jerusalem. That such social unrest was partly due to the extrava-
gance of the great kings, particularly Solomon, is very probable.
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We learn that the Temple took seven years and immensc quantities
of material to erect, and that Solomon thereafter devoted thirtcen
years to building himself a palace. Public works of this kind are
usually either an attempted palliative for labour troubles or a
very potent cause of them. When finally the Egyptian Pharaoh
Sheshante invaded Judah, sacked the capital, and secized most of
Solomon’s accumulated gold, it may well have seemed that God was
executing divine judgment on His people.

At this critical stage in Isracl’s history, something of the old
guidance was required. The religion of the Patriarchs stood in need
of preaching afresh. Under the kings there had been wealth, wisdom,
and (if we accept David as the author of some at least of the Psalms)
art. But neither David nor Solomon had been disinterested followers
of Yahve. Their reputation had been immense, their personal
example less impressive.l Only their great power had enabled them
to maintain theif Position as leaders. Such power was cvident in the
case of Saul and Solomon, but in the case of David therc was
something more than power, namely genius. After Ikhnaton, and
much more vividly, David is the ancient world’s great “individual”.
His character is too subtly and yet frankly depicted to be that of
any but a living person. (To cast doubt upon his authenticity by
pointing to the lack of evidence for it outside the Bible is to forget
\!{hat an 1mportant testimony the Bible itself provided, as archaeolo-
gists are discovering;; it is like questioning a series of facts because

1t is nowhere mentioned outside the Encyclopzdia Britannica.) Who,
then, were to be the keepers of the moral conscience of Israel? In
whom, to put the question in the form appropriate to our enquiry,
did the development of the moral sense in man seem most clearly
perceptible? o
The word Prophet or Nabi does not necessarily mean one who
etells the future. It means one who “announces”, a spokesman of
news. Such is likewise the meaning of the Greek word prophetes. 1f
we bgar this sense of the word in mind, we petceive the error of
asserting that at a moment of disruption in Israel’s life the prophets
appeated. They did not appear. They reappeared. Naturally, like
everythlpg else that reappears, they did so in a new form, a form
appropriate to the time. Instead of being accredited leaders of men,
they were usually persons who, with nothing but a burning con-
viction to sustain them, arraigned the authorities for their wicked-
ness and blindness to facts. Sometimes they were men of family and
substance. Sometimes, poor to the point of destitution, they
roamed the wilderness, where the reverberation of their cries

for

! Solomon, f ; . .
such s Astarte :;dcxg;gg}g; ;,i,ld not scruple to build altars and temples to alien gods,
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symbolized the heedlessness that so often greeted their message.
Sometimes they were men whose personalities we can easily under-
stand: occasionally they remain mere mouthpieces of vatic denuncia-
tion. For in their message we observe a resumption of the theme of
oppression of the weak by the strong at a point where the Egyptian
sages and such isolated figures as Hammurabi tended to leave off.
These men are neither intellectual critics nor the earliest preachers
of doctrinal socialism. They are self-elevated public figures enraged
by social injustice. With no men earlier and possibly only with
Socrates later can they bear comparison.

The most important fact about the prophets, and one which
tends to be obscured if we regard them simply as radical spokesmen
for the proletariat, is that they claimed divine inspiration: ‘“The
spirit of the Lord is upon me.” In the ancient and to a great extent
in the modern oriental world, the idea of possession by spirits is
nothing remarkable. It does not happen to everyone, but to some it
may happen by nature. The Holy Man is not a curiosity; the village
idiot or his equivalent must be accepted as such. At what point in
the history of the Western world the capacity for “seeing visions”
and speaking with tongues (i.e. permitting another to speak on one’s
behalf) became atrophied, only manifesting itself during religious
revivals or in attenuated form as aesthetic inspiration, we cannot
say. If T. S. Eliot is right to suppose that a certain form of disci-
plined dreaming common in Dante’s time has ceased within the last
six or seven hundred years,! we cannot wonder that the last few
thousand years should have witnessed a decline in susceptibility to
other forms of visionary experience, disciplined or otherwise. No
study of the oriental mind can ignore the fact of supra-sensible
experience. To some thinkers—and Aldous Huxley in his dis-
tinguished book The Perennial Philosophy counts himself among
them—the norm of oriental speculation is simply the mystical grasp
of a transcendent order of being, leaving “philosophy” in the
Western sense to explore the foothills of knowledge. If you deny
the possibility of such knowledge you must at least take upon
yourself to explain how the oriental mind, which does not lack
subtlety, should have expended so much energy towards its attain-
ment. Even if the oriental mystic, or any mystic for that matter, is
under a misapprehension concerning the nature of this form of
communion, it would be interesting to lay bare the causes of such a
radical departure from common reason. Without pursuing this
question, which we shall treat in detail later, we must accept the
fact not merely that the prophets claimed to be divine spokesmen,

1 See Dante (1925).
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but that they were the most distinguished, judging from contem-
porary records, of a group of persons gifted with similar insight.

In almost every language the word for ““spirit” and the word for
“breath” are, if not identical, related: puenma, spiritus, and in Hebrew
ruah. A prophet—or prophetess, for there are women spokesmen or
announcers too, especially in Isracl—is one through whom the
breath of divine knowledge blows, and whose words are conse-
quently “inspired”, or drawn from the reservoir of spirit which is
God. From the earliest times we have evidence that such inspiration
can be of several kinds, only one being truly authentic: for falsity
and fraud are often to be distinguished by varicty. There is the
prophet uniquely and consciously persuaded of his vocation to
deliver a message. There is the man who, without proper under-
standing, is made a vehicle for such information: Balaam was
evidently such a person. And finally there is the “falsc prophet”,
common enough in Israel, whose message, whether understood or
not, is wholly mischievous, Common to all is the breath, the
afflatus, that upon which the message is borne. A true prophet
breathes weighted eloquence. A false prophet is merely a windbag.

According to Mohammed, no great prophet has ever lived who
did not begin life as a shepherd. Amos was a shepherd. Living in the
days of Uzziah, King of Judah, he described how, though “‘neither a
prophet nor a prophet’s son but a herdman and a gatherer of
sycamore fruit”, the Lord “tock him as he followed the flock”, and
said to him, “Go prophesy unto my people Isracl.” Having visited
the town of Bethel, he there “sat at the gate” and poured forth a
fierce denunciation of its citizens and of all Israel for its extrava-
gance, exploitation, and neglect of God. His words are all the more
effective in that he preserves' the imagery of his original calling,
“Woe to them that are at ease in Zion . . . that lie upon beds of ivory,
and stretch themselves upon their couches, and eat the lambs out of
the flock, and the calves out of the midst of the stall: that chant to
the sound of the viol and invent to themselves instruments of music,
like David.” And later, more bitterly and to the point, “Thus saith
the Lord, As the shepherd taketh out of the mouth of the lion two
legs or a piece of an ear, 5o shall the children of Israel be taken out
that dwell in Samaria in the corner of a bed in Damascus on a
couch.”

This attack upon those who “swallow up the needy, want to
make the poor of the land to fast”, and who “falsify the balances by
deceit”, is a great deal mote violent in its effect than the only other
surviving piece of denunciatory literature with which it may be
compared, namely the Egyptian story of the Eloquent Peasant. The
peasant reminds the authorities of their duties. “Thou art the
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balances,” he cries to the Grand Vizier; but he does not suggest that
this instrument shall be struck from the ruler’s hand. He wishes it
to remain there. Speaking on behalf of Yahve, Amos threatens with
utter destruction the society that has always understood itself to be
the “peculiar people” or “‘treasure” of the Lord. Two remarks in
Awmos, viii, make this abundantly clear. “The end is come upon my
people Isracl,” God is made to say. “I will not again pass by them
any more.” Thus the very hymns and psalms of the temple “shall be
howlings in that day”, and, more dreadful still, the means whereby
Isracl’s deliverance was originally effected shall be turned against
an ungrateful and heedless people. “It shall rise up wholly as a
flood, and it shall be cast out and drowned as by the flood of
Egypt.”! ‘

If the message of Amos were purely destructive, it would deserve
no more than passing attention. But his prophecy, together with
that of another prophet roughly contemporary with him, Hosea,
seemed to have been justified in the event. ““They that sow the wind
shall reap the whirlwind,” Hosea proclaimed. Ephraim and Judah
were soon at war one with the other. Feeling herself threatened,
Judah sought aid from Assyria. The latter country sent an army
which not merely routed Judah’s enemies, but, determined to
exploit its success, turned upon Judah herself and swept up to the
gates of Jerusalem, almost capturing the city. Even so, such apparent
fulfilment of the words of the prophets was not the most important
part of their mission. In the work of Amos we observe a develop-
ment of thought concerning God which reveals the prophets as
initiators of a new stage in the moral consciousness of mankind.
Having denounced Israel and threatened its virtual extinction as 2
nation, Amos reminds his people of something which, in their
conceit, they had tended to ignore. By establishing a Covenant with
Isracl, God had singled them out as His chosen people. At the
same time this choice laid upon them particular responsibilities.
Not merely must they deserve the trust placed in them, but they
must realize that they are not the only people in whom God is
interested. “The whole earth,” He declares, “is mine.” He even
taunts them for supposing that, by delivering Israel from the house
of bondage, He was undertaking something absolutely unique:
“Are you not as children of the Ethiopians unto me, O children of
Israel?”” saith the Lord. ““Have not I brought up Israel out of the land
of Egypt? And”—to drive home the irony—*‘the Philistines from
Caphtor, and the Syrians from Kir? . . . For, lo, . . . I will sift the
hpuse of Israel among all nations, like as corn is sifted in a sieve”
(ix, 7, 9)-

1 A threat repeated in ix, 5.
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Such is the climax of a story which, beginning with thc compact
with Melchizedek and Jethro, ends only with the Christ’s injunction
to preach the gospel to every creature. The gradual dcvclopment
and widening vision to which the Old Testament, with all its
inconsistencies, bears steady and convincing witness, has appeared
to some critics to suggest a series of accidents from which the
world faith of Christianity emerged more by chance than by design.
Leaving aside the question of the “truth” of this or any other
system of belief, the onus rests upon such critics to suggest some
other way in which a universal faith can emerge than by its gradual
dissemination from small beginnings. The kingdom of hcaven is
not to be advertised by a mailed circular: its origin is a grain of
mustard seed.

The point of view of Amos and Hosea was further developed by
a remarkable man who personally witnessed the Assyrian assault on
Jerusalem. This was Isaiah, the author of at least thirty-nine chapters
of the book beari.ng that title. Sharing the opinion of his fcllow-
prop'hcts concerning the unworthiness of Isracl, he sces in her
possible destruction or defeat a means whereby her iniquities may
be chz}stened_. If the God of Israel is a universal God, He will “‘use”
Assyria and indeed any other nation to work out His purpose. Thus
a new attitude to history is born. To the Egyptians, Pharaoh’s
enemies not merely deserve defeat but are doomed inevitably to
suffer it. Death and destruction, which we saw to exist only for the
enemy, were invented expressly for such as challenged the power of
the sacred descendant of Horus. To Isaiah, who is the first of a series
of such seers, this attitude is one of childish pride. The children of
Israe:l must resis.t the national enemy within as well as without.
]ustlge at home is an obligation no less than resistance to foreign
enemies, Whosq cupidity has usually been inflamed by the prospect
of looting a disordered and unruly kingdom. So Isaiah, having
adyl_sed King Hezekiah to resist Sennacherib to the best of his
ability, forthwith turns upon his own nation with words that
express for all time the saeva indignatio of a just man. “What mean y¢
that ye beat my people to pieces and grind the faces of the poor? ...
Woe unto them that join house to house, that lay field to field, till
there be no place. .. . Woe unto them that decree unrighteous
dccreps to turn aside the needy from judgment, and to take away
the right from the poor of my people, that widows may be their
prey and that they may rob the fatherless!” The traditional worship,
the regular offering up of sacrifice, even the orthodox prayers, arc
not sufficient. “I am full of the burnt offerings of rams and the fat
of fed beasts. Your appointed feasts my soul hateth. . . . And when
ye spread forth your hands (in prayer) I will hide mine eyes from
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vou; yea, when ye make many prayers 1 will not hear; your hands
are full of blood.”

Although he was the most cloquent of the prophets and perhaps
of all his eloquent race, Isaiah did not exhaust his listeners with
mere diatribes. He issued them with precise instructions as to what
to do to be saved. “Seck judgment (meaning, see’ that justice is
donc), relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, plead for the
widow.”” But thesc precepts, vigorous though they are, do not form
the most original part of his message. Like his attitude to the
political struggles of his day, this message is essentially historical.
Suddenly switching his attention from the present, he peers into a
future which, though distant, is not to be regarded as inconceivably
remote. The troubles of Israel and of Israel’s neighbours, which
occupy the whole of his attention, are realized to be too deep-
seated for any immediate cure. Only the “gathering up” of history
in an event both in and out of time would herald the end of discord,
lust, and war. Such an event is the inconceivable (and therefore
unconceived) birth in human form of the hitherto imageless, unrepre-
sentable, God of the Fathers. The climax of the “shewings” of God
from that at Sinai onwards would logically be His actual appearance
upon earth, his taking human flesh, His Incarnation. And as the
successive revelations had hitherto been made to the holy and
privileged people, so the birth of this Saviour would naturally
spring from the “stem of Jesse”. Except for the brief passage of
Ipuwer, the meaning of which must always remain obscure, the
following words are the first of their kind to be uttered:

“Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call
his name Immanuel. . ..! For unto us a child is born, and the
government shall be upon his shoulder, and his name shall be called
Wonderful, Counsellor, the Mighty God, the Everlasting Father,
the Prince of Peace. . . . And there shall come forth a rod out of the
stemof Jesse. . . . And the spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him, the
spirit of wisdom and understanding, the spirit and might, the spirit
of knowledge and the fear of the Lord. . . . With righteousness shall
he judge the poor, and reprove with equity for the meelf of the
earth. . . . And righteousness shall be the girdle of his loins, and
faithfulness the girdle of his reins. The wolf also shall dwell with
the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the kid, and the calf
and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall
lead them. . .. And they shall beat their swords into ploughshares
and their speats into pruning-hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword
against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.” .

It is difficult to judge with what measure of understanding the

1 See p. 34. ’
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Israeli royal house, the priesthood, and finally the pcople, whose
needs were here for the first time declared, reccived this impassioned
prophecy. The Bible—and in some generations such as Puritan
England the Old Testament in particular—has become a sacred
book for millions, as well as a book respected by millions more.
Yet orthodox Christians would do well to reflect upon the explosive
material assembled within that richly-bound volume, which,
reposing so often in the quiet of a church or on an obscure book-
shelf, assumes an outward appearance of innocuousness. If we were
to bind together the most violent political denunciations of the rich
and powerful, the fiercest satires upon conventional morality, the
most penetrating commentaries upon the vanity of life, together
with the best poetic expressions of our civilization and its wittiest
maxims, we should not have collected an anthology one-tenth part
as disrupting of complacency as that eclectic handbook of the Old
Dispensation. We may wonder how the prophets managed to escape
with their lives, and how their message, Wwith its inflammable
content, did not meet with drastic censorship or even total
suppression.

* 'The wonder is increased by a reading of the message of Jeremiah.
In 639 Josiah had ascended to the throne of Judah. His reign is of
patticular importance for two reasons. As a result of the preaching
of the prophets the priesthood was becoming gravely concerned
about the condition of the orthodox faith, which was in danger of
both pollution and neglect. It was time to return to first principles,
or in other words to renew the Covenant of Moses. The discovery in
the Temple either by chance or of set purpose of a scroll purporting
to have been written by Moses himself caused a profound sensation
throughout the country, and marks the beginning of the deliberate
putting together of the sacred writings that now form the Penta-
teuch.! But, in spite of Josiah’s reforming zeal, the political fortunes
of Israel reached an extremely low ebb. The power of Assyria
admittedly disappeared with the fall of Nineveh in 612 B.C.; but one
enemy soon gave place to another, and Josiah himself was killed at
Megiddo in an attempt to stem an Egyptian invasion. The next
threat came from Babylon, whose king, Nebuchadnezzar, twice
attacked Jerusalem, first placing a puppet king called Zedekiah on
the throne, and latet, when the puppet sought to be something more
by pulling strings on his own, deposed Zedekiah, reduced Jerusalem
to ruins, and deported most of its inhabitants to Babylon. The so-
called Babylonian Captivity followed.2

1 Greek: “Five Rolls”, the first five books of the Old Testament.
2 This deportation had been preceded by a transfer of 10,000 Jews to Babylon after
Nebuchadnezzar’s first attack on Jerusalem.
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This was Jeremiah’s opportunity. His mission had begun
immediately prior to the Exile. Declining to sustain public morale
in the orthodox sense, he set himself up as the scourge of an in-
corrigibly idolatrous people. Like the first Isaiah, he declared that
the domination of Babylon must not merely come about but should
be endured as the will of Yahve. The Jews, he maintained, had
brought this terrible fate upon themselves. If the rules of justice
had been observed, if internal oppression and corruption had not
increased, Yahve would surely have come to the aid of His Holy
Pcople; but (the passage reminds one of God’s attitude to the
inhabitants of Sodom) “Run ye to and fro through the streets of
Jerusalem, and see now, and know, and seek in the broad places
thereof, if ye can find a man, if there be any that executeth judgment,
that seeketh the truth, and I will pardon it.” At a time of acute
national crisis, when futile recrimination is wusually silenced,
Jeremiah insisted upon the priority of justice and righteousness
even over national safety. As a reward for his frankness he was
pilloried on a high gate, consigned to a filthy dungeon, and all but
put to death; but the king, reluctant to add the reputation of martyr
to that of prophet, stayed his execution. On forcing the gates of
Jerusalem, Nebuchadnezzar found this reluctant ally under pro-
tective arrest in the king’s palace. Zedekiah he executed; but he
spared Jeremiah, nor did the latter follow his people into exile.

In the days before the siege, as part of his stock-in-trade,
Jetemiah had worn a wooden yoke round his neck, symbolizing the
fate due to overtake Jerusalem. In old age he wrote a series of
Lamentations in which that fate was mourned in sombre, though
magnificent, poetry. Just as his exiled countrymen were required by
tl_lellf taskmasters to “‘sing one of the songs of ‘Sion’,” which they
did In the superb psalm beginning “By the waters of Babylon”, so
Jeremiah, an exile in the ruins of his own home, was prompted to
dwell upon the same theme, but with even greater penetration and
therefore increased disillusion. The question of the Egyptian
Misanthrope is here raised afresh, as it is raised by the discerning
In every age: “Righteous thou art, O Lord, when I plead with thee,
Eut —and this is the fundamental issue between man and God—

let us talk of thy judgments: W herefore doth the way of the wicked prosper?
th?reforf: are all they happy that deal treacherously?” This theme
receives its most profound treatment in the Book of Job, which
must have been composed about 450 B.C.1

“If T forget thee, O Jerusalem, let my right hand forget her
cunning,” was the burden of the earliest among the exiles. But the
. !Some fragments of Babylonian literature on the same subject are thought to have
influenced this composition. The protagonist is Tabi-utal-Enlil, a ruler of Nippur.

H
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conditions that made it difficult “‘to sing the Lord’s Song in a strange
land” made it easy to grow lax in religious obscrvance, or, more
destructive of communal morale, to “go whoring altcr strange
gods”. Of the latter, Babylon had a large varicty. The Babylonian
Exile, though shorter and on the whole lcss.burdcnsomc than .the
Egyptian, proved in many ways morc damaging to 2 pcople united
by a faith born of bondage and persccution, yct gifted with powers
of assimilation above that of any other people. Ir} these circum-
stances the mission of the prophet proved more important than
ever. Ezekiel, one of the few prophets to have been a pricst (or so he
declares), set out to continue the work of Jeremiah. Unlike the latter,
he knew in direct fashion the bittcrness and demoralization of exile,
having been among the first of the Jewish deportecs to Babylon.
True to the Nabi character, he describes how hc was ‘“among the
captives by the river of Chebar in the land of the Chaldcans’ when
the hand of the Lord was set upon him, and he saw, through the
opening of the heavens, “visions of God”. These visions assumed
many strange forms. Anyone who has visited the country in which
Ezekiel was obliged to toil can detect in much that he wrote a
hallucinatory quality born of long spells of exposure to intense
heat, whereby an impression is obtained of thc sky giving forth
images as he records them in the opening verses.!

Unlike Jeremiah, Ezekiel concludes upon a message of hope. If
the children of Israel will renounce their politicial divisions (especi-
ally that into the two kingdoms of Ephraim and Judah), if they will
cease “defiling themselves with their idols”, and other “dctestable
things”, Yahve will cleanse them, and they shall once again be His
people.

If, as the Jewish people have thought, the prophetic books of
the.Old Test_ament do not reach fulfilment in the New Testament,
their successive message—for it is one message delivered by many
mouths—reveals a progress in spiritual discernment, a deepening
grasp of the nature of God, to which no other tradition, religious,
hter'ary, or historical, can be compared. If they do not anticipatc a
Saviour, or at !east the Saviour who was Jesus of Nazareth, they
may well anticipate each other: the torch of enlightenment is not
merely handed on but, as it is grasped afresh, secems to grow
bng}}ter. They may not, if you like, prophesy the supreme Prophet;
but, in the person of the so-called Second or Deutero Isaiah, they
prophesy the consummation of Prophecy. For it is in the work of

. *Alater writer can often bting to life a passage of past literature, or at least render
it still more moving. This is the case with T. S. Eliot’s poem .Ash Wednesday, in Part I
of which the valley of Ezekiel forms the background. Ezekiel is said to have been an

cpilcptig:‘but the suggestion may be based upon the modern assumption that the capacity
to see visions is usually the result of illness.



BABYLONIA AND ISRAEL 115§

this latter writer, whose identity we do not know, that the true
nature of the God of the Fathers is apprehended in the purest light.
Ezekiel, as we have seen, concluded on a note rarely struck by his
predecessors (whose obscssion with the vengeance of Yahve could
be described in our modern jargon as pathological): “I will make a
Covenant of Peace.” In the same way, the second Isaiah begins his
message with almost startling mildness, like a sudden calm after a
storm of unparalleled scverity, “Comfort ye, comfort ye, my people,
saith your God.” Declaiming in the traditional manner that the
spirit of the Lord is upon him, he thus announces the terms of his
mission, “The Lord has appointed me to preach good #idings unto the
meek: he hath sent me to bind up the broken-hearted, to proclaim
to the captives, and the opening of the prison to them that are
bound.” No one in Isracl or anywhere else had spoken quite like
this before.

The mood of exaltation which is sustained throughout almost
the whole of the sccond part of Isaiah loses its force if we regard it
merely as fine literature. Fine literature in the sense of ringing words
without content, or with a content that is pronounced unacceptable
to educated readers, is mere sounding brass and tinkling cymbal.
“The Bible to be Read as Literature”, to quote the title of a much-
heralded publication, is the Bible to be’left largely unread and
finally neglected, as all literature severed from its living message
deserves to be. The second Isaiah is fine literature because its
message of hope and forgiveness, even if nourished upon an
imaginary historical consummation, is the noblest message that man
had hitherto delivered to his contemporaries in the few thousand
years of civilized life. If its proclamation at that epoch is not to be
regarded as a matter of history, as part of the achievement of the
human mind in its slow evolution, then the matter of history is
assuredly dead matter, and all our civilized values would seem to be
based upon illusion.

The literature of hope and the literature of messianism go hand
in hand. We have observed an occasional note of hope in the
literature of Egypt: in the literature of Babylon practically none.
Oppressed by a stern theocratic society without and by the pressure
of “sin consciousness’ Within, the men of the mid-oriental archaic
world seem to us to have lacked almost everything that makes life
worth living. In fact we know that as far as day—to?day happiness is
concerned the men of one age are hardly better off than those of
another. Historical records, being by necessity abbreviations, do
not record /az vie guotidienne. Yet there is another form of happiness,
that which not only makes life worth living but also death worth
dying. This is the product of fajth in the meaningfulness of life
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itself, and if of human life then of all life. Such a faith, for reasons
beyond our present understanding, seems to have been communi-
cated to, or evolved by, man within historical memory, but cven so
gradually and step by step. That the second Isaiah should have
recorded his messianic vision perhaps contemporancously with the
Buddha in India may suggest either a similar, though unrelated,
preoccupation in several regions of the world at the same time, or,
since such preoccupation is permanent, a more than usual scrics of
attempts to meet it. To the Christian the following passage must
naturally appear to make more sense than to thosc who reject
Revelation, but it is still not senseless: “The voice of him that crieth
in the wilderness, Prepare ye the way of the Lord, make straight in
the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be exalted and
every valley or hill shall be made low, and the crooked shall be
made straight and the rough places plain. And the glory of the Lord
shall be revealed, and all flesh shall see it together. . . . O Jerusalem
that bringest good tidings, lift up thy voice with strength. . ..
Behold the Lord God will come with a strong hand, and his arm
shall rule for him, behold, his reward is with him and his work
before him. He shall feed his flock /ike a shepherd: he shall gather the
lambs with his arm and carry them in his bosom, and shall gently
lead those that are with young.”

Here we have three invocations: the promise of the originally
nameless and imageless God of the Fathers being finally revealed
to his people, the invocation of Jerusalem not in the scarlet terms
of Jeremiah and even Ezekiel but as a bride awaiting her husband,
and finally the metaphors of the early shepherd prophets brought
to a climax of pastoral beauty.

Although Isaiah speaks in the loftiest strains, he possesses as
acute a political sense as his namesake. The delivery of the Jews
from Babylon was not simply a matter for messianic hope. It was 2

ractical matter. Introducing the passage in which he makes one of
his most important theological statements, he declares boldly,
«Thus saith the Lord to his appointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand
I have holden, to subdue nations before him, and I will loose the
loins of the kings.”” Cyrus, King of Persia, seemed to Isaiah to be the
only man capable of overthrowing Babylon and of securing the
passage back to Jerusalem of the exiles. He proved to be right.
Cvrus not merely entered Babylon in 539 B.C., but restored to the

ews all the money that Nebuchadnezzar had appropriated from the
Temple. For the journey home he ordered the Babylonian families
who had employed Hebrew slaves to provide them with food and
money, including a subscription ftowards rebuilding the Temple.
«\Whosoever remaineth in any place whete he sojourneth,” said
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Cyrus, “let the men of his place help him with silver and with gold
and with goods and with beasts, besides a freewill offering for the
house of God which is in Jerusalem.” The exiles were soon organiz-
ing their departure; but on returning to Jerusalem they found an
alien and hostile pcople awaiting them. A generation passed before
the Temple was rebuilt, and another century before national life
was consolidated on the principles of the Law of Moses. This Law
was re-cdited and reaffirmed in 444 B.C., by the priest Ezra, who
entertained the people to a reading of the sacred scrolls lasting
seven days.

What is the consummation of prophecy of which we spoke? It
is the vision expressed by the second Isaiah of a God not merely
of Israel but of all mankind, and secondly of a God claiming abso-
lute allegiance. In the Decalogue, God is made to refer to “other
gods” whose relative power by claiming superiority He implicitly
acknowledges: “Thou shalt have none other gods but me.” In
Isaiah He is made to declare: “I am the Lord and there is no one
else, there is no God beside me. . .. I have made the earth and
created man upon it . .. I have raised him up in righteousness and
I have directed all his ways.” And again: “Behold the nations are as
a drop of a bucket, and are counted as the small dust of the balance.
. . . And Lebanon is not sufficient to burn, nor the beasts thereof
sufficient for a burnt offering. All nations before him are as nothing,
and they are counted to him less than nothing and vanity. . . . Hast
thou not known that the everlasting God, the Lord, the Creator of
the ends of the earth, fainteth not, neither is weary? There is no
searching of his understanding. Even the youths shall faint and be
weary, and the young men shall utterly fall. But they that wait upon
the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings
as eagles, they shall run and not be weary, and they shall walk and
not faint.” Furthermore, the consciousness of sin and death, which
runs like a swollen vein through the archaic mind, an inexplicable
dread,! is accorded for the first time some prospect of relief: ““Surely
he hath borne our griefs and catried our sorrows. . . . The Lord hath

laid on him the iniquity of us all.” This is already the sense of the
Christian Gospel.

Conclusion

If, turning our backs upon the events of the next three or four
centuries (the second Isaiah wrote about five hundred years before
the birth of Jesus), we contemplate the archaic world, we observe
two supreme efforts at self-knowledge, like the mounting curves of

* Cf. “When the gods created mankind they determined death for mankind. Life
. they kept in their own hands” (Epic of Gi/game.r)}').
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a graph. There is the Egyptian challenge to death, first in the
materialism of the Pyramid Builders and later in the perception of
the absolute value of Maat as reflected in individual conduct; and
secondly there is the Hebrew challenge to the naturc gods of
antiquity by the vision of 2 God of righteousness, justice, and mercy,
originally conceived on a family and tribal basis and finally as a God
supreme over all men. Between these upward thrusts of moral
aspiration there are thoughts equally debased and degraded: the
gross trafficking in indulgences of The Book of the Dead and of the
Babylonian manuals of theurgy, the incurable idolatry of the
Israelites, the worship of Baal and Moloch, and so forth.! There are
also such blind alleys as the sun worship of Ikhnaton, and the myths
of Tammuz and Ishtar, touched with a strange beauty which
suggests that no religion can dispense with an clement of poctry.

Cytus, the king who had supervised the return of the Jews from
Babylon, showed the greatest respect for the rcligion of these
ex-captives. He even seems to have acknowledged the God of Isracl
as the true God. “The Lord God of Heaven,” he declared in a royal
proclamation, “hath given me all the kingdoms of the carth, and he
hath charged me to build him a house at Jerusalem, which is in
Judah. . .. He is the God.” One would suspect that, like Napolcon
in Egypt, he professed beliefs that served his political ambitions.
To the Babylonian priesthood he was equally respectful. A con-
queror in those days was obliged to admit, as Alexander in turn
soon discovered, that peoples will not change their religion so
easily as kings. In 334 B.C., this young Achilles,? arriving in Palestine,
accepted the surrender of Jerusalem from its High Priest and
continued Cyrus’s policy of toleration. Three years later, after
capturing Babylon, he became master of the entire Middle East.
Judea, midway between Egypt and Persia and therefore a pet-
petual invitation to foreign conquest, next came under the domina-
tion of Rome. In the reign of Caesar Augustus, at a time when the
Roman world was stable enough to warrant the taking of a census
of the population, Jesus was born in the outhouse of a crowded
habn in Bethlehem, in the province of Galilee, when Herod was King
of Judea.

The origin and diffusion of that extension and to many minds
completion of Judaism, called the Christian faith, does not come
within the scope of this book, which halts upon the threshold of
revelation. The preaching of the gospel of Jesus Christ and the
foundation of his church are matters to which neither philosophy

1“Then they came to Baal Peer and dedicated themselves unto that shame-idol,
and became (the same) beings of abomination as that which they loved” (Hosea ix, 10).
2 Alexander’s conception of himself.
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nor history can remain indifferent. The birth was a registerable fact,
the death a consequence of juridical proceedings, and the founda-
tion of the church a reality, as we know not so much from its survival
in history as from its being in great measure the history that has
survived. This projection of a new scale of values, a »itz nova, into
the historical process raises philosophical considerations of great
importance; but the working out of the new philosophy was under-
taken chiefly in the Roman and Byzantine worlds, first by an isolated
figure such as Philo of Alexandria (a contemporary of Christ but not
a Christian), then by the early Christian Fathers of both East and
West, and finally by the great mediaeval theologians. To affirm
that the Christian faith exerted negligible influence upon the
oriental world, however, would be both a serious and, from the
point of view of understanding Zoroastrianism and Islam, a
disastrous error. Few religions are self-enclosed. All great faiths
interpenetrate. Church may persecute church, and every so often a
church is obliged to expel from its orbit an element of danger and
disaffection, as the Catholic Church expelled the Catharist heresy,
and Islam that of the Mu’tazilites. But the impulse behind every
faith—even the most crude and primitive, such as the furtively
cultivated worship of luck and fortune which will survive as long
as human nature—is, as we have hinted, identical. We may therefore
find it convenient, durine the rest of our survey, to drop the world
religion altogether as too much enveloped in vague and misleading
associations, and to adhere to the more illuminating definition.
Religion will thus be viewed not as the competitor or even the

extension of philosophy, but as the basic element in the Perennial
Philosophy.



CHAPTER III

ZOROASTER

A fignre shrouded in legend

THE king of Persia who displayed such toleration of thc faiths of
his subject peoples was officially a Zoroastrian. The three wise

men of the East who, according to Gospel tradition, arrived at

Bethlehem saying “Who is he that is born king of the Jews? for we

have seen his star in the East and are come to worship him,” were

possibly priests of the same faith. Who was Zoroaster?

As with most other religions, one school of thought maintains
that he did not exist at all. We certainly know less concerninghis
life than about the founder of almost any other faith, though the
legends of his birth, upbringing, and conversations with God are
numerous. Modern scholars, no less than ancient devotces and
historians, are equally divided as to the date of his birth. The earliest
date to which he has been assigned is 6ooo B.C. We need not for a
moment suppose him to have lived as early as that. To have preached
a gospel three thousand years before the eatliest known kings of
Egypt, when most of the world was no further advanced than the
Bronze Age, would have been to preach into a kind of historical
void. (There is no reason why men of wisdom should not have
lived much earlier, but we are unlikely ever to learn what they said.)
Berosus, the Babylonian histotian who lived in the 4th century
B.C., committed himself to the opinion that Zoroaster lived about
2000 B.C.; but we are never sure with early historians, even with the
great Herodotus, upon what basis they ate calculating time. This is
true even of such original and painstaking mathematicians as the
Babylonians. Today, scholars are inclined to believe that Zoroaster
was born no earlier than 66o B.c., which brings him to within a few
years of some of the greatest thinkers of the world.

Whereas we possess the means of verifying certain events in the
lives of such figures as Ikhnaton, Abraham, Buddha, and Christ,
we enjoy no such facilities in the case of Zoroaster. There are no
known ot credible events to verify. The career of Zoroaster is
shrouded in a tissue of legend so fantastic, and to Western minds so
preposterous, that he appears at first sight to belong to the order
not of human beings but of mythical heroes. But we must not be too
hasty in making inferences. Let us consider first of all the marvellous
stoties connected with his birth. Such stories seem invariably to
attach themselves to religious leaders, and also to those who are
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regarded with something approaching religious awe—Plato, for
instance; for the world is reluctant to allow men of outstanding
personality to have come to birth in the manner of normal hgman
beings. These legends do not prove a man never to have existed;
but while they certainly do not prove the contrary their existence
and persistence may, as we have said, !Je accounted for by there
having been some outstanding personality to eulogize. Oral tradi-
tion is not necessatily less reliable than written record. Today, with
our dependence upon written testimony, we _underestimate the
power of communication by word of mouth, which served mankind
for perhaps as much as a thousand times as long as writing. We can
justifiably assume that where there is legendary smoke there is a
spark at lcast of factual fire.

The name Zoroaster is the Greek rendering (Zoroastres) of
Zarathustra, which Nietzsche adopted in his famous poetic fantasy
Also sprach Zarathustra. He was born in Persia. To unravel from
the Pahlavi Texts the precise details of his birth is extremely difficult,
as the discourse has a habit of running on like a kind of divine gossip.
We gather that some archangels “framed together on a stem of
Hom (the baoma plant), the height of a man, excellent in colour, and
juicy when fresh”, which Zoroaster’s guardian chose to enter. Six
white cows were then led up to the plant, and two of them, though
virgin, became full of milk. These two cows ate the baoma plant, so
that “the nature of Zarathustra came from that plant to these cows,
and mingled with the cow’s milk”. Then a young girl of noble
birth called Dukdaub was persuaded by the priest Porushaspo to
milk the cows, whereupon Porushaspo pounded the haoa plant and
mixed it with the cow’s milk. Both he and the girl “drank up that
Hom and milk, when they were mingled together and announced
to Ahura Mazda; and here occurred a combination of the glory,
guardian spirit, and bodily nature of Zarathustra into a manchild”.
Even so the evil spirits did their best to prevent the normal gesta-
tion of the child in his mothet’s womb; but she prayed to Ahura
Mazda and became well. On the day Zarathustra was born the
village of Porushaspo was suffused with a kind of divine illumina-
tion, “the fire being in every crevice”; but the greatest marvel of
all was that “on being born he laughed outright. The seven mid-
wives who sat round him were quite frightened thereby; and those
terrified ones spoke thus: “What is this, on account of grandeur or
contempt, when, like a worthy man whose pleasure is due to
activity, the manchild so laughs at the birth owing to him?* But
Porushaspo replied proudly: ‘Bring out this manchild to the sheep-
skin clothing which is soft. The affair was owing to thee, owing to
the virtue of thee who art Dukdaub, that the advent of glory and the
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coming of radiance to this manchild was openly sccn when he
laughed outright at this birth.””

The events attendant upon Zoroaster’s birth were nothing to the
trials and adventures that beset his boyhood. The demons and evil
spirits sought by every means to destroy him. They tried to strangle
him by appointing a nurse to perform this act on their bchalf, to
throw him under galloping horses, to burn him to dcath by placing
him on a pile of ignited firewood, to have him scized and caten by
wolves. In each case he was rescued unharmed. On the last occasion,
this was due to the fact that “Vohumano and Srosh the rightcous
brought a woolly sheep with an udder full of milk into the den, and
it gave milk to Zarathustra, in digestible draughts, until daylight””.

As a very young child, likewise, he was reported to have “looked
a long while upwards, downwards, and on all sides round”.! On
being asked what he was doing, he replied that he was sceing visions
of the blessed ascending to heaven, and the wicked descending to
hell, while at the same time he prophesied the dissemination of a
new gospel throughout the earth.

The divine wission

Like Jesus, Zoroaster began his mission about the age of thirty
years. This mission opened with a kind of spiritual examination
undertaken by the good spirit Vohumano. Havine challenged
Zoroaster one day to declare “what was his foremost distress. about
what was his foremost endeavour, and for what was the tendéncy of
his desire”, the young man replied, “About righteousness 1 con-
sider my foremost distress; about righteousness my forcmost
endeavour; and for righteousness the tendency of my desire.”
Being in due course admitted to the company of spirits, Zoroaster
was able to put questions to Ahura Mazda himself. “In the embodied
world,” he asked, “which is the first of the perfect ones, which the
second, and which the third?” To which Ahura Maz’da replied,
“The first perfection is good thoughts, the second oood words,
and the third good deeds.” o

At the outset of his mission, Zoroaster seems to have lived the
life of 2 ercluse. Like John the Baptist, he took to the wilderness
and subsisted upon nothing but cheese and roots. Then came
temptation. Whereas Christ’s tempter was Satan, Zoroaster’s was a
female demon, Spendarmad. The meeting took place not in the
wilderness but among ordinary men, whose habits Zoroaster had
resolved to study: “Zarathustra proceeded to the habitable and
friendly world, for the purpose of fully observing that beaten track
of the embodied existence. Then the fiend came forward-—a female,

1 The same was reported of the young Buddha at birth.
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golden-bodied and  full-bosomed. Companionship, conversation,
and co-opcration were requested by her from him.” Being aware
that her charms were utterly deceptive, he requested her to turn her
back. She replied, “O Zarathustra of the Spitamas, where we are,
those who are females are handsome in front but frightfully hideous
behind, so do not make a demand for my back.” He insisted, and
after she had protested a third time she consented to turn, upon
which there issued from her a loathsome progeny of serpents, toads,
lizards, centipedcs, and frogs. The real ordeal, however, came later
in the form of devilish assaults upon him, among which was the
injection of molten lead into his stomach. But nothing succeeded in
shaking his faith in the rightcousness of the god with whom he had
enjoyed communion, Ahura Mazda. Finally, as a reward for his
stoic devotion, Ahura Mazda presented him personally with a Book
of Heavenly Wisdom later called the Avesta. This was the gospel
of which he had dreamed as a boy. The missionary now had his
Bible.

* Although his preaching fell at first upon deaf ears—for the
Persians already had their gods and nature cults—Zoroaster gradu-
ally began to make converts. When finally a Persian prince called
Vishtaspa or Hystaspes decided to embrace the new faith, a powerful
movement of religious conversion began; for this prince at once
declared his intention of spreading the Zoroastrian religion through-
out his kingdom. The usurping successor of Cambyses, a devotee
of the old Magian gods, endeavoured to stamp it out; but, with the
accession to the throne of Darius 1st in 521 B.C., Zoroastrianism was
officially proclaimed the religion of Persia. Some historians believe
that Hystaspes, the prince who first befriended Zoroaster, was none
other than the father of Darius. If so, that would prove Zoroaster
to have been born at the latest date claimed for him.

According to tradition, the death of Zoroaster, which is supposed
to have taken place in his seventy-eighth year, was accomplished
with as much drama as his birth, though more quickly. A flash of
lightning CnV_CIOPCd him, and he was borne up to heaven.

Such a brief account of Zoroaster’s life, despite its picturesque
anecdotes, may not strike the Western reader as either particularly
convincing or particularly edifying. Of the personality of Zoroaster
we learn next to nothing. He is without doubt the most shadowy of
all the spiritual lc?aders whose lives we shall have occasion to study.
The marvels attributed to him, or associated with various phases of
his life, verge qftefl upon the grotesque. Whatever their effect upon
the people of his time and upon his later devotees, they tend not so
much to magnify him in our eyes as almost to exclude him from the
front rank of men of superhuman vision. That is our first impression.
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It is true that if you know little cnough about a man you can
make him into any sort of person you wish. Whatever our ignorance
of Zoroaster, we can be certain that he was a very different person
from the genial sage, the German professor on holiday, that
Nietzsche made him out to be. Indeed, the figure of Zarathustra
presented in the work already mentioned is merely a prop upon
which to hang samples of the Nietzschean philosophy of the Super-
man. For no other great figure of antiquity was sufliciently free from
historical trappings. Our only hope of attaining to understanding,
however modest, of the significance of Zoroaster is to view him
against the background of his time. We arc dimly aware of a great
change in the spirit of the civilization to which he belonged—a
change that is associated with the evangelistic work of a great
teacher. To examine the new teaching is to approach as far as it is
possible to an understanding of the man. The result may be surmise,
but what history beyond a certain era is not? This line of enquiry
would seem worth pursuing.

The pre-Zoroastrian gods of Persia bear a striking resemblance
to those of the Hindu Vedas. Indeed, it has often been maintained by
Indian scholats that the Avestz owes almost all its essential teaching
to the Vedas, including its name. The pantheon contained two major
deities: Mithra, god of the sun, and Anaita, goddess of the earth
and of fertility. The importance of the cult of fertility was further
emphasized by the worship of the bull-deity Haoma, whose blood
was supposed to confer immortality upon those who drank it. The
haoma herb, as we have already seen, was that into which the spirit
of Zoroaster first entered on its devious journey towards birth.
Found chiefly in the mountains, Asoma possesses intoxicating
properties: the worship of the bull-god consisted of drinking the
plant’s juice as being equivalent to the life-giving blood. The
Hindu god Soma is probably the same as Haoma. Among these
carly peoples we also find distinct traces of ancestor worship: a
religion whose disappearance in civilized times has left a void wﬁich
is filled by such abstract substitutes as nationalism, the only religion
that the West has presented to the East.

We bave mentioned that the Zoroastrian scriptures to have
survived, namely the Avestz and the Pahlavi Texts,! make difficult
reading for the Western student. No doubt this is because there is
almost nothing in Western literature with which they may be
compated. In fact, the surviving texts are but fragments of a much
larger body of scripture, some of which perished when Alexander
the Great destroyed the royal palace at Persepolis, while other parts

_ 1 The Avesta were written in Zend (hence the title Zend-Avesta), and the Texts in a
dialect of Hindu origin from which the modern Persian language is derived.
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were lost during the Moslem conquests in the 7th century A.D.
The _Avesta, with its collection of stories, hymns, and prayers, bears
a certain resemblance to the Old Testament: what it appears to lack
is a continuous theme, which is one of the most remarkable charac-
teristics of at least the Pentateuch. Nevertheless, once the repetitions,
obscurities, and unusual terminology of the Zoroastrian writings are
discounted, a general message begins slowly to emerge, and the
reader who has approached them determined to be baffled remains
to surrender to their spell. Nor is the word spell employed without
deliberation. The prose literature operates upon the imagination
with the force of incantation. To look for logic is to look for some-
thing that was apparently never meant to be there (or at least that is
not apparent in translation), except in passages of epigrammatic
wisdom such as we associate with the Chinese sages. Curiously
enough, the Western reader may find proportionately more content
in the poetry. The Zoroastrian Hymns or Gathas, with their moral
and sometimes metaphysical argument, contain a good deal more
substance than the Sun Hymn of Ikhnaton and the exquisite hymns
of the Rig-Veda.

Content of the faith

What general impressiont C}O we derive from these miscellaneous
essays on righteousness and justice, these reports upon interviews
with the Lord of Light, these accounts of the creation of the world
and the propagation of the _human species, and finally these out-
bursts of ecstatic poetry? It 15 an impression of delight in life and
nature, a faith not so much of 2 materialist as of a vitalist character,
but1 shot through with a sense of awe and dread of the power of
evil.

In other words, the old fertility worship is still there, exercising
its powerful and not-to-be-denied pressure, much as the worship of
Osiris continued to maintain its hold in Egypt side by side with that
of Re. In an agricultural nation, this was no doubt natural. “Un-
happy is the land that has long lain unsown with the seed of the
sower and wants a good husbandman, like a well-shapen maiden
who has long gone childless and wants a good husband.”

What Zoroaster seems tO have done was to purify the fertility
cult of its grosser aspects. Similarly, Moses had tried to stem the
inherent tendency of the children of Israel to engage in extravagant
rites. From the biblical narrative it is possible to infer (though the
inference has been hotly disputed) that Yahve’s refusal to allow
Moses to enter the promised land may have been due to his failure,
patticularly at the last moment, to keep these demoralizing instincts

* Vendidad, Fargard T11.



126 THE GREAT PHILOSOPHERS: THE EASTLERN WORLD

in check.! We are told that at the very threshold of their new home,
which merely to have sighted ought to have convinced the ordinary
individual that Yahve was the true God, large numbers of the men
entered into illicit relations with the women of Moab, whom we
assume to have solicited their co-operation in the performance, not
in itself “immoral”, of a fertility rite. No doubt Zoroaster
endeavoured to wean his countrymen from the worship of Haoma
for the same reason that Moses strove, though often in vain, to
suppress the worship of the Golden Calf: not for what it was,
namely a graven or molten image, but for what it stood for, namely
a bull, the most obvious fertility totem. For the samec reason
Zoroaster’s emphasis upon the transcendent character of Ahura
Mazda may have derived from a conviction, which was entertained
equally by Abraham and Moses in respect of Yahve,? that such
clevation would place Him “above sexuality”. Ahura Mazda and
Yahve wete, and remain, masculine only for grammatical purposes.
They inhabit a different level from that of the ancient god-goddess
pantheon, which is likewise invaded by animal or half-animal deities,
whose sex is interchangeable.

One of the most interesting passages in the Vendidad (Chapter
II), which is that part of the Avestz forming the priestly code of the
modern Parsces, contains an account given by Ahura Mazda to
Zoroastet of the first “holy man”. His name is Yima.3 “The fair
Yima” was a shepherd with whom Ahura Mazda had conversed
before he revealed himself to Zoroaster. When Ahura Mazda
invited Yima to be “the preacher and bearer of my religion”, the
latter declined on account of his rudimentary education. To this
Ahura Mazda replies, ““Since thou dost not consent to be the
preacher and beater of my religion, then make thou my world
increase, make my world grow: consent thou to nourish, to rule, to
watch over my world.” Yima agreed, promising that as long as he
ru!ed the.world there should be “neither cold wind nor hot wind,
neither disease nor death”. He was true to his word. After the
passage of three hundred winters the abundance of “focks and
herds, with men and dogs and birds and blazing red fires” was so
great that t,hc earth could not hold them all. When Ahura Mazda
drew Yima’s attention to this crisis, the young king proceeded to
press t.he ear.th with a golden seal and to bore it with a poniard (the
insignia of hlS. office), whereupon it miraculously increased in size by
one third. This process was repeated every three hundred years, the

! The refusal was clearly on account of some omission of duty. Sce Denterononty
XXXii, §1.

2 Cf. Buber: Moses, p. 194.

3 Cf. the Hindu Yama. K
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carth being enlarged correspondingly on each occasion. We observe
here a preoccupation, even an obsession, with natural abundance
and increasc, cither reflecting the territorial expansions of a tribe of
herdsmen and tillers of the soil, or depicting in language of exaggera-
tion the condition of the world before some disaster equivalent to
the Babylonian Flood.

The same theme reappears in the Zoroastrian accounts, two in
number, of the Flood itself. In the first of these, Yima the shepherd
reappears in the réle of Noah or Shamash-napishtim. The flood is
caused on this occasion by the melting of mountain snows. “Upon
the material world,”” Ahura Mazda informs Yima, “the evil winters
are about to fall, that shall make snowflakes fall’thick on the highest
tops of the mountains. . . . Before that winter, the country will bear
plenty of grass for cattle, before the waters have flooded it. Now
after the melting of the snow, O Yima, a place wherein the foot-
print of a sheep may be scen will be a wonder of the world.” Accord-
ingly, Ahura Mazda bids Yima lay out a garden “long as a riding
ground on every side of the square, and thither bring the seeds of
sheep and oxen, of men, of dogs, of birds and of red blazing fires”.
Within this enclosure or compound (V/ara), presumably raised to a
certain level, Yima is instructed to undertake the cultivation and
procreation of men, beasts, and plants in such manner as to eliminate
all imperfection. In the case of men, “there shall be no humpbacked,
none bulged forward there; no impotent, no lunatic, no one
malicious, no liar, no one spiteful, none jealous, none with decayed
tooth, no leprous to be pent up, nor any of the brands wherewith
Angra Mainyu stampt the bodies of mortals”. All this was accord-
ingly done, and the episode, which we have here shorn of its
repetitions, closes with the observation that “the men in the VVara
which Yima made live the happiest life; since they conform in every
detail to the precepts of the religion of Ahura Mazda as interpreted
by Zarathustra”. Like every earthly paradise, however, it is doomed
to interference and destruction by the powers of evil.

Whereas the first Flood story accounts simply for the preserva-
tion of the species and provides an opportunity for mankind’s
improvement, the second from the Bundahis! strikes a note of
greater profundity. Here we find stated in relief the essence of the
Zoroastrian theology, which is the world-wide conflict between the
forces of good and evil, light and darkness, Ahura Mazda and
Ahriman, the Evil One. Instead of the Flood being sent by God as 2
punitive measure, as it is in both the Epic of Gilgamesh and in Genesis,
the Zoroastrian .catastrophe was deliberately engineered by the
powers of darkness for the overthrow of Ahura Mazda. The conflict

1 A surviving fragment of the 4vessa,
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of wind and water forms merely a background to a gigantic duel
between Ahura Mazda and his allies, and Ahsiman. Only by endow-
ing Tistar, the star-god, with “the strength of ten vigorous horses,
ten vigorous camels, ten vigorous bulls, ten mountains, and ten
rivers”, did the powers of Good manage to prevail.

If we now turn to the Zoroastrian legends concerning the origin
of mankind, we observe this same conflict at work in the Zoroastrian
equivalent to Adam and Eve, who are called Mashya and Mashyoi
or Matro and Matroyao. We may note in passing that, as in Genuesis,
man was sixth in order of creation. According to the Dadistan-i-
Dinik, Ahura Mazda produced the material of man from light, but for
the space of three thousand years this creature neither spoke nor ate,
existing only for the purpose of reflecting upon “the righteousness
of the perfect and true religion, the desire for the pure glorification
of the creator”. Birth, as we know it, was the consequence of an evil
design on the part of “the contentious promisc-breaker”, but we
are not told how this misfortune came about. All we know is that
“a butdensome mortality” was conferred upon the person of
Gayomard, who, with the co-operation of an angel, transmitted at
his death the seed from which Mashya and Mashyoi, “brother and
sister of mankind”, were born. The story is now taken up by the
Bundabis. The brother and sister, here called Matro and Matrayao,.
were physically united, the waists of both being “brought close and
so connected together that it was not clear which was the male and
which the female”.

To this twin-individual Ahura Mazda issued a solemn warning.
“You are,” he said, “a man, you are the ancestry of the world.” He
thereupon enjoined “them” to obey the laws of his religion, and to
remain pure in thought, word, and deed. Above all they wete to
worship no demons. For a time all went well. They enjoyed the
delights of nature, and worshipped Ahura Mazda as the Lord of
Creation. Then the demons decided to act. “Antagonism rushed into
their minds and their minds were thoroughly corrupted”, so much
so that they began to attribute creation not to Ahura Mazda but to
the evil spirits themselves. For this wickedness their souls were
later consigned to hell “until the future existence”. Gradually their
bodily appetites asserted themselves. They milked a white-haired
goat by applying their mouths to its udder, and they relished the
taste for its own sake, not attributing its deliciousness to the Creator.
Next they killed a sheep. By blowing upon the wood of the Lote-
plum and the boxttee, they produced fire and set the sheep to roast.
On this occasion, being more thoughtful of the gods, they threw

three handfuls of the meat into the fire, ‘as its shatre: three handfuls
at the sky, as the share of the angels. Meanwhile a vulture appro-



W, F. Mansell

ZOROASTLER

Erom a bas relief at Persepolis






ZOROASTER 129

priated a share for itself. Later they acquired skill in weaving cloth
and sewing garments. They dug a pit in the earth, obtained iron,
smelted it, and made an axe to cut wood. They even set up a wooden
shelter.

With increase in skill came contention. They had their first
quarrel. Being attached one to the other, their disputes were unusually
violent. They cuffed each other, scratched each other’s cheeks, and
tore out cach other’s hair. This was the demons’ 0pp9rtunjt)r. They
called upon Mashya and Mashyoi to surrender their souls com-
pletely to Ahriman. In this way, it was promised, their “‘demon of
malice” would be quietened. o )

In consequence of this steady falling away from God, the pair
soon became unbearably conscious of carnal desires. For fifty years
such instincts had lain dormant. Now they becaxpe imperious. The
couple entered into union. After nine months twins were born, but
the parents promptly devoured them, a practice that might have
continued but for Ahura Mazda’s intervention. Hence man was born
in sin and lived thereafter on divine sufferance.

That the first man and woman were either one creature or very
closely connected is an idea by no means peculiar to Zoroasttianism.
It is found, as we shall see, in the Rig-1"eda, where Yama and Yami,
children of Vivasat, are represented as twin brother and sister.
Likewise in Genesis Eve is made by God from the rib of Adam. In
the Symposium, Plato puts into the mouth of Aristophanes a legend
concerning the origin of mankind from a two-headed creature
which was later split in half: from this division he explained the
passion of love, which is the desire of either creature to find the
complement from which it had been severed. This aspect of the
subject, however, is trivial. What is more significant is the fact that
each story, save that of Aristophanes (which is intended to be
fanciful), describes the origin of the sexual impulse as being asso-
ciated with sin, or with some kind of fall from grace. Even the
conception of Zoroaster was associated with guilt: the couple
Porushaspo and Dukdaub “start up ashamed” when their “embrace
with desire for a son” js interrupted by the evil spirits. For the
moment it would bc? unwise even to speculate as to why this idea
should have such widespread currency, or how it has come to be so
deep-seated. That is a subject to which we shall revert after study-
ing the profound notions of the Indian sages, whose preoccupation
with generation and birth assumes primacy over all other interests.

Good and Evil

IF is idle to seek an explanation as to why Ahura Mazda, though
nominally supreme, should have been subject through all eternity
I
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to the challenge of Ahriman. Zoroastrianism has no legend of
Lucifer, though its equivalent to Satan must certainly have influ-
enced Christian thought. We notice that Satan figurcs morc fre-
quently in the later books of the Old Testament, while in the New
Testament he is an accredited member of the Dramatis Personae.
Yahve’s early competitors are not emissaries of Satan but simply
other gods. In the Zoroastrian theology we are merely told that
Ahtiman “preferred the practice which is iniquitous”.

In the Zad-Sparam, an extremely vagueallegorical account is given
of the original antagonism between Ahura Mazda and Ahriman. We
are told in terms reminiscent of early Genesis that at the beginning of
time “light was above and darkness was below, and between those
two was open space”. Ahura Mazda inhabited the light recalm,
Ahriman the dark. Whercas Ahura Mazda “was awarc of the
existence of Ahriman and his coming for strife”’, however, Ahriman
was not aware of the realm of light overhcad. One day, loitering
along in the gloom, Ahriman by chance emerged from the nether
regions and “a ray of light was seen by him”, and because of its
antagonistic nature to him “he strove to reach it, so that it might
also be within his absolute power”. At this point Ahura Mazda
approached the boundary. What then occurred was not a struggle,
such as took place between the Herculean Tistar and the powers of
darkness, but the expulsion of Ahriman by “pure words” (cf.
Zoroaster’s first interview with Ahura Mazda), whereby his witch-
craft was “‘confounded”. Again, in the Vendidad, Ahura Mazda
is made to explain to Zoroaster how the evils and defects of life
have originated. He begins by pointing out that he has made every
land, “even though it had no charms whatever in it”, dear to its

eople; otherwise the whole world of men would have long ago
invaded the Airyana Vagjo, the Aryan land, or home of the race
from which both Persians and Indians are descended.) After
the creation of this most beautiful of lands, Angro Mainyu
(Ahriman’s other name) procceded to ‘“‘countercreate” all the
unpleasant aspects of it. The list is prolonged to include sixteen
lands or districts, in each of which Angra Mainyu has wrought such
evils as serpents, ants, locusts, pride, tears, witchcraft, burial,?
unbelief, oppression, monstrous births, excessive heat, and above
all winter—the latter being described at each mention as ‘“‘the very
devil” (“a work of the daevas™).

Such allegories are clearly invented to satisfy the minds of a

1 Herodotus observed that the Persians regarded nations as inferior according to
their distance from Persia,

2 Described as “the sin for which there is no atonement”. The modern Parsces
strictly refuse to bury their dead; the corpse is exposed on what is called a ““Tower of
Silence” for birds to consume,
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simple people. We need not thereby belittle their importance. All
religions have recourse to such allegories, which have the supreme
advantage of keeping a faith concrete. Metaphysical religions, such
as that of Aristotle, are not intended for popular consumption. Just
as the national religion of Egypt was kept before the minds of both
the young and the mentally young by allegories of the dead Pharaoh
and his golden barque, or the adventures of Osiris, so the religion
of Zoroaster was brought home to the humblest peasant or nomad
(Iran has always been a land of tribes) by means of stories of the
strife of ogres and the mischief of daezas: terms in which the teaching
could enter into the living tissue of everyday experience. There may
be a good deal to be said for the view that theological truths, having
an inherent tendency to fly off into remote abstractions, are better
rendered in allegory than in any other medium. To express them at
all is to express them as myth. Myth, in other words, is not false
religion, but rather its particular way of being true.!

In speaking of the faith of Ikhnaton we emphasized the necessity
for every religion to have as a complement to its theology a clear-
cut system of ethics. You may teach men in general terms what is
good and what is evil; but if you would hold their allegiance you
must make absolutely clear to them what is right and what is wrong.
Most religions find it necessary to couch these ethical maxims in
negative terms. This was so in Babylon. Of the Hebrew Decalogue
cight of the items are negative. The Zoroastrian teaching, though
shot through with negations and antagonisms in its theology, is on
the whole positive in its injunctions. The ethical system is outlined
most succinctly in the Zad-Sparam, one of the Pahlavi Texts, which
consists of two parts, one concerned with “Dispositions” and the
other with ‘“Admonitions”. The five Dispositions, which are
described as specially for the attention of priests, lay down rules of
ceremonial and of right conduct in office. The Admonitions, of
which there are ten, are applicable to all. The first is to maintain
what is called good repute, so that you may win respect not merely
for yourself but for your teachers or guardians. The second is to
refrain, for the same reasons, from acquiring the least element of
evil repute. The third is not to beat your teacher, or to annoy him
by repecating that which he has not taught you. The fourth is to
accept the best of your teachet’s instructions humbly, as if they were
a loan instead of a gift.2 The fifth is to see that the law of punishing
malefactors and rewarding the righteous is kept for the sake of

1 Cf. Schelling: “The myth is not based on a thought, as the children of an artificial
education supposc; but is itself a kind of thinking, which imparts a conception of the

world, but imparts it in a sequence of events, acts and sufferings.”

2 Certain of these maxims are obscure. We have tried to bring out what we consider
to be the essential meaning.
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progress. The sixth is to keep open house to all men of rightcousness
and goodwill. The seventh is freely to confess the sins you have
committed, so that by expelling what is cvil you will keep your
mind pure. The eighth, which resembles the former, is to keep
away all occasions for sin. The ninth is to do your utmost to spread
the true religion, and to help restore its authority should it be
subject to reverses. The tenth and last is to give due obedience to
the ecclesiastical hierarchy.

From this list of Admonitions it is casy to scc in what the whole
duty of man consists. It consists in bcing devout and pious, obedicent
to both teacher and priest, and an example to all. Nor is the least
duty that of propagating the gospel.! In an account of the Resurrec-
tion given in the Bundabis the faithful arc warned that it is their
special duty to see that the erring friends are given cvery chance of
amendment. If, for example, a wicked man complains on the judg-
ment day that his righteous friend ‘“did not make him acquainted
with the good deeds that he practised himsclf”, then the righteous
friend will receive appropriate punishment. Moreover, although in
the last day the “wicked man becomes as conspicuous as a white
(sic) sheep among those which are black”, the good will not be able
to escape grief. ““They suffer,” the account goes on, “cveryone for
his own deeds, and weep, the righteous for the wicked, and the
wicked about himself”’; for though the father may be good, the son
may be bad, and so forth. Nor is the experience of hell anything to
make light of. For the fear of most other things is morc than the
thing itself, but “hell is a thing worse than the fcar of it”. We are
told t}}at at the Resurrection all those judged rightcous will have the
sensation of walking perpetually in warm milk, while the wicked
will have the sensation of walking in molten metal.

Such scrupulous piety implies the regular worship of God
according to consecrated rites. As the centuries passed, the simple
ceremonies of the Zoroastrian faith became complicated, just as its
lofty monotheism became studded with polytheistic ornaments. A
god is accorded sole worship. He is endowed with every perfection.
In due course these virtuous characteristics become detached and
receive special veneration. God is nowhere. Therefore He is every-
where. So He is in everything, and everything contains God, and
therefore become's a god. Hence the original unity gives place to a
granular polytheism. The deevas, expelled, return as fravashis, or
guardian spirits. ’

b M .
o s EoE et st piy e 10 over
of his countrymen is suggested from many

L It is curious, however, th
at the modern Parsees admi it fai
and therefore do nes proselgrtize. dmit no converts to their faith,
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sources. Mithra, the Sun God, far from being expelled, was both
worshipped as a Celestial Fire and praised in most of the Zoroastrian
hymns. Haoma the Bull may be excluded from the Pantheon; but
the plant in which his power was worshipped plays its part in the
prophet’s creation.!

The carly followers of the new faith built neither temples nor
idols, but they crected altars upon which fires were lit in honour of
Ahura Mazda. Fire, to which so frequent mention is made in
Zoroastrian literature, soon came to be worshipped as a god, as did
the sun itself, until these deities almost usurped the place of Ahura
Mazda.? The custom of maintaining a perpetual fire in the home
became part of a man’s daily religious observance: for the hearth
was espccially sacred in a faith that glorified family life. Incidentally,
the rainbow, that substitute for the sun, was regarded by the
Zoroastrians in much the same way as it was in Genesis, as “‘a sign
above from spiritual to earthly beings™.

Just as the followers of Zoroaster were allowed no temples, so
they were forbidden to have idols. Something of the power which
idol worship and belief in demons exerted over the common people
may be judged from the elaborate Mazdayasnian creed which is to
be found in the Yasua (the liturgy of the Zoroastrian priests). Here
we have a lengthy formula of abjuration directed chiefly at expelling
the influence of the dacvas, “Off, off, do I abjure the daevas and all
possessed by them, the sorcerers and all that hold to their devices,
and every existing being of the sort; their sorts do I abjure, their
wortds and actions, and their seed that propagate their sin; away do I
abjure their shelter and their headship.” Such repudiation of the
enemies of “‘the most imposing, best, and most beautiful religion
that exists” is extended throughout much repetition, but its drift,
especially in the mouth of a priest, is clear. 1t is sometimes main-
tained that Zoroaster, in asserting the supremacy of Ahura Mazda,
intended to deny the reality of the demons or daevas. Whatever he
may personally have believed, it is clear that his followers were loth to
abandon such cherished notions. The Pahlavi Texts introduce the
personified powers of evil into every phase of the life of Zoroaster,
as in that of the good angels his confederates.

Evolution of the faith

Some idea of the quality of the faith preached by Zoroaster
may be gained by considering the vicissitudes of its history. Any
religion whatever, indeed any political creed, will prevail for a time

1 The juice was also drunk as a religious act even after Zoroaster’s time.

2 It is incorrect, however, to describe the modern Parsees as “‘fire-worshippers”.
The lighting of fires is merely a rite.
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if it is imposed by order of an authoritarian ruler. In this respect the
edict of Darius 15t resembles that of Ikhnaton. The rcligion became
law, impiety being equivalent to treason. Onc suspects that the
creed of Zoroaster, as originally preached, imposcd too great or
too sudden a strain upon a people not yet educated up to the level
of pure monotheism.” The old gods crept back; the demons were
alrcady there. Gradually the pre-Zoroastrian pricsthood, the Magi,
who had been excluded from favour as rigorously as the priests of
Amon, rcturned to power. Mithra, as we have scen, shone more
brightly: indeed the cult of Mithra became, in due course, so popular
with the conquering Roman legions that it spread to countrics so
inferior to, by reason of their distance from, Persia as Britain.
Although the Sassanid kings of Persia (a.D. 226-651) tricd to restore
Zoroastrianism as the state religion, the impetus of the once pure
faith was exhausted. Small groups continucd to maintain the old
worship; but today, except for a tiny group of adherents in Fars,
Zoroastrianism as a faith is extinct in the country of its origin. It
survives, however, as the religion of the Parsce inhabitants of the
Bombay Presidency. This pcople has done its best to keep the faith
pure, and their present enlightenment may afford some idca of the
impact of the founder’s personality upon his contemporarics.®

_ Zoroastrianism was given the conp de grdce by Islam. The militant
faith drives out the less belligerent, less missionizing, religion of the
elements. Nevertheless it would be wrong to assume that the
religion of Zoroaster left no permanent traces either in Persia or
elsewhere. We have already drawn attention to the possible influcnce
upon the Old Testament of Zoroastrian ideas concerning the
personified evil spirit. Similarly, the Zoroastrian conception of life
after death may well have exerted influence in the same quarter,
because we find little or nothing of such a notion in the carly part of
the Bible. The ideas of a seven-day creation, of an earthly paradise,
of the fgll of man from grace, and of a “prehistoric” catastrophe
threatening the existence of the human race, are common to more
faiths than Judaism, Christianity, and Zoroastrianism, though in the
latter we find some interesting and original modifications. If there is
npwherq reason to suggest that Zoroastrian religious practices
directly influenced those of the Hebrews, we can legitimately assume
that such practices were among those with which the Hebrews,
ever prone to religious flirtations,3 were instructed to have nothing

: ]’ghcge has been no later development of the #heology of Zoroastrianism,
an Aml;:';g;gn tg;:i Illast ten yearTsha x}ewhlgllelzdayasni creed has been started in Bombay by
i ionairess. The faithful, it eyt i
bre%thmg exercises and /az cuisine. aithful, it appeats, are occupicd chiefly with special
5 Even as late as loshua’s assumption of leadership, the children of Israel had to be
asked to make up their minds whether they wished to worship Yahve or “other gods”.
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to do. Indeed, if it is not to the practice of fire-worship by disciples
of Zoroaster that the following passage from Egzekie/ refers, then it
is difficult to see the point of the vision so meticulously described:
“It came to pass . . . as I sat in my house . . . that the hand of the
Lord God fell upon me. Then I beheld, and lo a likeness as the
appearance of fire; from the appearance of his loins even downward,
fire; and from his loins even upward, as the appearance of bright-
ness, as the colour of amber. And he put forth the form of a hand,
and took me by a lock of mine head; and the spirit lifted me up
between carth and heaven, and brought me in the vision of God to
Jerusalem, to the door of the inner gate that looketh towards the
north. ... And he brought me to the inner court of the Lord’s
House, and behold, at the door of the temple of the Lord, between
the porch and the altar, were about five and twenty men, with their
backs towards the temple of the Lotd and their faces towards the
east: and they worshipped the sun towards the east. Then he said
unto me, Hast thou seen this, O son of man? Is it a light thing to
the house of Judah that they commit the abominations which they
commit here?”” If Zoroaster lived at the end of the 7th centruy B.C.
We can well imagine that the enthusiastic practice of his doctrine in
countries bordering Persia, such as Mesopotamia, may have been
common in the time of Ezekiel (¢. 580 B.C.).

A c‘redz'b/e ﬁg’”’"

o appreciate the full nature of Zoroaster’s faith, with the object
of comparing it with the few others that have achieved at least
Comparable success among men, a prolonged treatment of the
SUrviving scriptures against the background of their composition
would be required. In this chapter we have naturally done little
more than sketch the essentials of the creed. Even so, the impression
with which we started may well have undergone a degree of modi-
fication, A not altogether incredible figure seems to advance
through the shadows. The grotesque elements fall away, become
Inessentials, froth. The creed that was passionately preached,
energetically practised for a period, and then allowed to fall into
relatlv_e neglect, was the creed of an individual to whom an experi-
€nce similar to that of the Prophets must surely have been vouch-
safed. The 1gth-century theory of the importance of the individual,
‘xylpch was so aptly summed up by Emerson in his statement that

history is the lengthening shadows of great men”, may have been
exaggerated; but there is a point beyond which it cannot be scaled
down without producing an opposite error. And those who deny
E‘he Possibility of that which has been so unfortunately named
religious experience™ (as if it were possible to entertain religious
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belief without experiencing it) nced not supposc that what has
never happened to them cannot in any circumstance happen to
other people. We perceive at the origin of the worship of the Lord
of Light one of those great leaders of the spirit of whom we have
spoken; a master of simplification, like 2ll such leaders, who pictured
the struggle in the individual soul as mirroring /n parro a great
cosmic struggle between Good and Evil; who was essentially a lover
of nature not in the superficial scenic sense popularized by the
Romantics but in the deeper sense which sees in the fundamental
instincts of the body something holy, since they were implanted
there by God and are turned to evil only because dark powers seek
to appropriate that which belongs to the world of light; who
consequently conceived a particular tenderness towards the young,
the fecund and the new-born,! and not least thc animal creation;?
who saw in the family the most precious safeguard of the unity of
society, and who conceived the unity of the family to be impossible
without respect for the household gods and the souls of the ancestors
(Fravashis); and who evidently envisaged a time, albeit distant by
three thousand years and in consequence of the work of other
prophets, when the forces of evil should be utterly overthrown, and
mankind should be restored to its ancient paradise. Few men, it
seems, and few religious leaders, have been so completely free from

the unwholesome and the morbid.
Of the Christian mystics, no one save perhaps St. Francis and
:I"hornas Traherne approaches Zoroaster in his adoration of creation:
He who recites the praise of Holiness, in the fullness of faith and
with a devoted heart, praises me, Ahura Mazda. He praises the
waters, he praises the cattle, he praises the plants, he praises all good
things made by Mazda, all things that are offspring of the good
principles” (Yast fragment). Finally, we detect in the faith of
gorgstz:a:irsl element overshladowed, but by no means supcrscglccl
anelypa stresl;pt? rlorllj c;rsona repute and obedience to authority,
otiy o pon Innet expetience manifested above all in the
'I;’h y gtven to “good thoughts” and a righteous disposition:?
occecf;altsiorrllo ;;ﬁlert hs1g.n of.spmtual enlightgnmcnt. Nor is thi§ pre-
Cug ¢ interior state of sanctity a mere temptation to
q?letls_m: The true faith demands constant exertion both in the form
Om ussilfggl:;lpggzle tand.m the form of social action. Above all there
o bigotry, the most obvious danger to which an

1 “It lies with the faithful to look after eve t i
pregnant female, cither two-footed ot
fou:-’fﬁ?i;c:’,atswo- gglltfdlwoman t?t four:-footccl{y bli)tclg’ (Vemlidad).cl cr two-foote
.  patticularly true of cattle and dogs. Cf. the Vendidad: 11
kill the dog hﬁs his own soul for nine gcncrati%ns.” ¢ Vendidad: “Whosoever sha

3 : s P
disposs?fi ;:gc’:cmlly the Prayer for Guidance: “Tell us how you may come to us with good
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official creed is subject. There are few passages in the scriptures of
the world’s faiths at once so dignified and inspired as this from the
hymn called the Farvardin Yast: “We worship this earth, we worship
those heavens: we worship those good things which stand between
the earth and the heavens and that are worthy of sacrifice and prayer,
and are to be worshipped by the faithful man. We worship the souls
of the wild beasts and the tame. We worship the souls of the holy
men and women, born at any time, whose consciences struggle, or
will struggle, or have struggled, for the good.”



CHAPTER IV
HINDUISM
The Vedas

T the conclusion of the chapter on Babylon and lsrael we made,

as the reader will remember, a resolution. This resolution was
to drop the word religion in so far as rcligion was to be distinguished
from philosophy. We now approach the study of a philosophy 1n
which the purposc of this repudiation of a distinction so dcar to the
Western mind will become clear. Hindu thought, in practical_ly all
its aspects and throughout its long history, has remained indifferent
to the distinction between religion and philosophy.

To eliminate a superfluous term from our intellectual vocabulary
is no doubt a matter for congratulation. The human mind has to0
many terms that accomplish too few significant operations. Unfot-
tunately, the study of Hindu thought makes it abundantly clcar that
in identifying religion and philosophy the Indian sages WCr¢ not
prompted by any marked economy in the use of terms. On the
contrary, the philosophical terms in their vocabulary exceed 10
number those of any other form of intellectual belief. No language
of ancient or modern times contains more philosophical termS_tf}ﬂn
Sanskrit. Similarly, in “pricking” the distinction between religton
and philosophy, the Hindu sages show no corresponding reluctanc®
to draw distinctions in other fields. Indian thought arrives 2t
subtleties of distinction so varied and acute that the L?ninitiated an
unprepared reader may well receive the impression that Indiatt
philosophers enjoy the use of half a dozen intellects instead of 02
We are accustomed to the idea of scientists constructing artifici?
brains to effect calculations which neither a single individual, not 2
team of individuals devoting a lifetime to the task, cou hop®
to achieve. The elaborate system of certain Indian’pl'liIOSOPh(:rS
sometimes appear to be the product of such socially—constructc.
intellects. This impression is deceptive. Just as the electronic bralfl
is made by men to do what lies beyond man’s power, SO
great systems of Eastern thought were evolved by thinkers trained
in a tradition of speculation that seems to o A hadow but in
fact enhances their individual contribut g had 0ot
more muscles than we,” said Paul Va] utlo?‘s. Hercules Jarger
muscles.” ’ aléry; “they were only
ovegv%eu?eitn::guﬁlml:a: I}OWI'tﬂese gigantic thought'suucwres'r:o

> oolis tc; pretend that merely by taking
13

b4
¥
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thought we can understand in them all there is to be known. Accord-
Ing to authoritative Indian scholars, there are certain terms and
therefore arguments in Hindu and oriental philosophy in general
which remain virtually untranslatable into European languages. A
thorough acquaintance with oriental tongues, therefore, would be a
condition of our being able fully to understand Eastern thought:
added to which we must presuppose a marked talent for speculation.
Such a combination of talents has appeared in a William Jones, an
Edwin Arnold, a Rhys Davies, but we must admit that it is an
occutrence of once or twice in a century. Meanwhile, men of high
intelligence have confessed, after devoting much time to oriental
research, that if they were to arrive at complete understanding of
Eastern philosophy they would nced to abandon Europe altogether
and begin life again as an oriental. It is possible that the reverse is
also true, though the spectacle of so many Indians, Chinese, and
Japanese adapting themselves successfully to the life of the Western
hemisphere would seem to disprove it.

What may well enable us to pursue a middle course between
arrogance and helpless inferiority is the consciousness of the great
movement of understanding and sympathy that seems to be uniting
Oricent and Occident. Of this movement, with its attendant dangers,
we shall have more to say in the sequel. That the East has in the
past borrowed some of the least desirable features of Western
civilization is a commonplace. While deliberate borrowings from
the East by the West have been rare, Eastern influences have perco-
lated unconsciously into the Western mind for centuries. Today we
are witnessing something to which the past offers no parallel: that
is to say, a sudden awakening on the part of Western scholars,
including poets and artists, to the infinite riches of orleptal and
especially Indian culture. Like scveral others of its kind, this move-
ment has been going on for some time without attracting much
notice; for political events and prejudices have of'tcn'obscured 1t2
real nature. Attempting to raid unfamiliar material in search o
“new thought” or “secret wisdom”, cranks have tended to bring

discredit upon it. But it advances. And the ordinary man may find,
ot merely

to his surprise, that the thought thus made acccs§1ble n :

enables him to understand aspects of the onenta} mentality

about which he has entertained the most supetficial nolilOHS,

E}lt throws much light upon questions that have long perplexe
im.

Exponents of Indian philosophy are usually amuqus_:? ccljfx‘:-’
attention first tq its profundity and secondly to 1ts anItlcgl}l i{as ot
cerning the former there has never been any doubt. If Ifl 2;he most
ascertained the secret of life, it has probably framed by far
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i > je /hen precisel) oegin assing
searching questions o; ttel;calil;i}:itfi]i\:hht.xplcrts di_sﬂ.%"'f'“;‘;]'g lti::tofl(()l;,;:
o 151? I'nus literature is the scrics of h'\nbc‘twccn 500
kﬂoﬁ’l{l Ilg'ijljnj{: fagrl(Zs we can tell, these were \\:flf""'\rirc nced hardly
:11::1 Ifc;o B.C: That lends them sufhcient aml[qfl;f/)/p‘///ﬂ’ from swhich
repeat what we have stressed so often, that the

. oo But let us look
. earlier time. -
they originate must date from a much C. two long and

for a moment at the history of Egypt. By 15;1’5 Old Kingdom and
eventful civilized cpochxs hacz_ Passlcilng\\éi}t'é;giv c Phi]osophicalland
the Middle Kingdom. / profound ¢ xtens to take the later
religious litesature had been composed. By 1209 1the great moral
date, Ikhnaton’s revolution had come and gonc,lt been almost com-
effort of which we have spoken at length bi}(tcm Asia. By 1500
pleted. Or let us take the civilization of \.X/C,Sqtit was to produce,
Babylon had produced all the literature and art tn{c whole of what is
the Code of Hammurabi was established over t } mily into a tribal
now the Middle East, Abraham had t.urncdnad ?t and the Hittites
nation or “portable fatherland”, as Heine calle L to yield its
had developed the civilization that begins on)d Canaan. For the
secrets. By 1200, again, the Jews had conqucclff? ¢ reasons that will
present (and this qualification must be stressc E tian and also
$oon appear) it seems beyond question that Lgy gf an advanced
Babylonian religious and philosophical speculation
kind antedates that of India by many centuries. e does not mean
We must hasten to add that such priority in tim it o
that Egyptian thought necessarily exhibits greater Plfo 1 ny dia:
indeed enjoys any other intellectual advantage over that }?* s
but in a survey such as the present we must maintain ouf histo i
bearings, and above all we should be on our guard against <
chauvinism of scholars, which can sometimes assume unexpecte
intensity. . e
It is one thing to correct misleading impressions about
antiquity of Indjan Speculative thought; it is another Fl}lﬂg t‘z.
compare the relative antiquity of Indian and other traditions o
social life. On thig subject recent archaeological investigations have
thrown a most interesting and even startling light. If in due course
the earth could be made to surrender all its archaeological treasures,

{ necessitating the scrapping every few years of hundreds of authori-
 tative text-books. That might be all to the good. If a work is to
‘remain useful for ag long as’ most works of exposition can expect to
temain, it must seek to avoid too close an identification with any
contemporary school of archaeological doctrine. On the other hand,
it must not omit to report the latest conjectures: one of the diffi-
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culties of such reporting is precisely that these may have shifted
and been replaced by others during the composition of the book
itself.l -

The archaeological discoveries to which we refer are those
undertaken since 1924 by Sir John Marshall and some Indian
colleagues at Mohenjo-daro and Harappa on the lower Indus.
Thesc investigations brought to light the remains of a series of cities
—the word is used deliberately—built one upon the ruins of the
others. Five such cities have so far been unearthed, and it is possible
that more will in due course be found.? The buildings show every
cvidence of having been several storeys in height. There are
hundreds of them, suggesting a thriving city life very similar to that
which flourished at Ur. What has been recovered from the buildings
themselves is more interesting still. Pottery, jewellery, furniture,
inscribed seals, weapons, tools, and toys; these have been found not
merely in great quantity but of a quality which is often unsurpassed.
Curiously enough, the lower levels of excavation have revealed a
number of objects superior, judging by artistic canons, to those
found higher up. But for the fact that some of the weapons are of
stone, others of copper, and still others of bronze, we should be led
to doubt whether our conventional prehistoric categories any longer
applied. Sir John Marshall believes that the cities of Mohenjo-daro
belong at least to the third millenium B.C., and perhaps even to the
fourth. How long they took to grow into flourishing cities we
cannot tell: the presumption is that their origin must belong to a
period to which we have so far denied the title of civilized. It seems
certain, in other words, that Mohenjo-daro was the scene of brisk
commerce, trafficking, and gracious living at a period ass_igneE by
the Egyptians to mythical kings such as Scorpion. This places
Mohenjo-daro, for the present, at the head of all the civilizations of
the world.

The morc we know about archaic culture the more we become
aware of links, borrowings, and influences. The fact that many of the
seals and some of the pottery found at Mohenjo-daro resemble
those found in Sumeria cannot be an accident. What is more
remarkable is that these particular seals belong to different phases
of their respective civilizations: the products of the very earliest
phase of Sumerian culture match those found in the later epochs of
Mohenjo-daro. This presumably suggests not merely that the Indus

1 We mention this circumstance because it happens that during the writing of the
present volume two extremely interesting discoveries have been made: first, the
finding of the earliest Old Testament manuscripts near Jericho, and secondly the

uncarthing at Kara Tepe in Cilicia of the inscribed Hittite bas-reliefs. The past is a
great deal more fluid than the present.

* The lowest foundations are unfortunately waterlogged.
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civilization was in touch with that at Sumeria, but that the latter
owed a great deal—perhaps cven its existence—to the former. Or,
perhaps, as some archaeologists believe, both civilizations owed their
existence to a third situated somewhere between. Possibly when we
learn to read, if we ever do, the pictographic writing adorning some
of the pottery found at Mohenjo-daro, we shall become aware of
something else, even if only indirectly: the existence of a tradition of
thought taking us back to and even beyond that of the Memphite
Drama. And that will mean another drastic revision of current
preconceptions.

Reference to these early civilized settlements in the Sind region
was necessary even if only to dispel the impression, derived inevit-
ably from history books, of a sudden and therefore inexplicable
arrival of thought, art, and sciencc in India. Such things do not
arrive suddenly, though they may be suddenly extinguished. They
must be viewed against their own receding background. Their
apparent isolation in time must be discounted. When the so-called
Aryan invaders descended upon north India they found the country
occupied by a people of whose existence traces have been found at
Mohenjo-daro itself. These people are known as Magas and they
worshipped the serpent. Now the serpent symbol is found upon
seals unearthed from Mohenjo-daro. It is likewise found upon some
of the seals that we have mentioned as belonging to the earliest
Sumerian (or pre-Sumerian) civilization. Today it remains the
symbol of that strange devil-worshipping people, the Yezidis, who
inhabit the region of Arbil in northern Iraq. A’nother peoplC, o
whose civilization we have evidence, were met by the Aryans in
their invasion of the Deccan region to the south These were the
Dravidians. '

Where did the Aryans come from? It seems almost ccrtain that
their home country was precisely that Airyanq Vaejo (Aryan Home)
of which we have already heard in Zoroastrian scriptures particu-
larly the area of Persia bordering the Caspian Sel Poss,ibly this
area is the cradle of civilization. Entering Indja ]2; t 1600 B.C.,
they took a long time penetrating so vast a countr iy l(;llllt by follow-
ing the great rivers, they finally mastered 2 very}];rge ’pai‘t of it.!
In calling themselves Aryans they meant to convey the impression,
reinforced by success, of racial or class su i for Aryan
derives from the Sanskrit term meaning “noblfe,flolglt?" 1011; ewise a
small ig Rowerful minority, they were evidenﬂ;3 cicmfiﬁﬁlc’d to pre-
Zirl‘;i atvifgira r}:l;lgtgy/r iof race.1 Irflten:narnage' l?etwcen Aryan and nga

gorously Oflzl_t_iden. This measure was the origin,

i.e. the area known as Hi i
whole of the north. s Hindustan, from the Persian word Hindu. ‘This meant the
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at first purely ethnographic, of that system of social discrimination
which is known as Caste.l

Although the “Vedic Age” is usually considered to have started-
about 2000 B.C., the world of the Vedas is that of the eatly Aryan
conquerors. For this reason they reflect two worlds at once:
that into which Aryans had ventured, with its strange and some-
times uncouth gods, and that which the conquerors themselves
introduced. The word VVedz means in Sanskrit “knowledge”. Of the
original number of these Books of Knowledge we are ignorant.
Judging from the four that have survived they must have tormed a
very considerable body of sacred literature, which was the tran-
script of a still greater volume of memorized lore. Like all religious
scriptural material of any antiquity, the Vedas contained a great deal
of purely ecclesiastical data and the inevitable portion of arcana,
magical and hermetic lore, etc. In the history of human thought,
only one of the edas is of importance, namely the Rig-1'eda, a
collection of 1,028 religious hymns or mantras. Rig means “verse”;
Rig-V’eda may therefore be rendered by some such title as “Songs of
Spiritual Knowledge”.

The Vedas were intended to be committed to memory. Recita-
tion from memory was originally a religious act. Even today we
speak of “learning by hears”, and not by mind or brain: no child
was ever taught to read his prayers. So important was it that the
Vedas should be transmitted orally (and learning by heart depends
upon oral practice) that they were not committed to paper until
long after writing became widespread in India. As this transcription
took place perhaps as late as the gth century B.c., we can judge to
what extent early Indian religious thought depended upon com-
munal memory. Some critics have suggested that this long depend-
ence upon oral tradition makes nonsense of the claim that the
Vedas, being supposedly communicated to man by God, have been
preserved without modification from time immemorial. Without
subscribing to the divine authorship of the /edas (unless by that we
‘mean authorship dictated from ‘“‘above”, such as that which pro-
duced the Decalogue and, if we are to attach any significant meaning
to “above”, every other piece of inspired writing), we may still
accept the view that they have undergone comparatively little
change. For, as we remarked in connection with the Zend-.Avesta,
oral transmission in days when this was either the sgle or the most
reyered method of communication was probably as reliable as
written. Even today the things that for convenience we commit to
memory—the alphabet, for instance—are not observed to s&ﬂ'er

1 The only mention of such social division—very elcmentary at this stage—is in
the Vedic “Hymn to Perusha” (Book X, 90).
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appreciable corruption in the process. Alterations and interpolations
in tales and sagas are another matter. These are due, as Aristotle
remarked, to the idea entertained by all story-tellers that exaggera-
tion renders a tale more exciting. )
" Like the great poetic works that succceded them, the [edas are
composed in Sanskrit, the most ancient of the group of languages
from which English is itself derived. But the Sanskrit that we study
today was not the language of the carly Aryan invaders of India.
Arriving in groups or tribes, these invaders probably spoke a
variety of dialects. It is possible that Sanskrit may not originally
have been a vernacular tonguc at all: the word itsclf conveys the
notion of something which is rescrved for special purposes, prob-
ably sacred ones. Just as Hicroglyphic means “‘sacred writing”, so
Sanskrit means “‘sacred speaking”. ‘The composition of the edas
in Sanskrit is another indication of thcir antiquity; it is also an
indication of the estcem in which they were held. The classical,
sacgal language would be used only for that which was considered
holy and worthy of preservation.

Of the religion of the pre-vedic age we know extremely little;
all we can do is to make inferences about it. We know that the
worship of animals, including the serpent, was prevalent, and from
this we can assume the practice of fertility cults. There were also
gods of trees (yakshas) and plants. One such tree, the Bodbi tree,
seems to have been regarded as sacred from remotest time. When
Buddha, sitting under it, received the sense of his mission, he was
stationed at a spot at which such experiences, though less remark-
able, were regarded as natural and appropriate.! One such plant,
the soma, and in particular its intoxicating juice, had long been
revered in both Persia and Hindustan. When Zoroaster was said
to have been brought into the world through its agency, his sacro-
sanct nature was thereby demonstrated or confirmed. A new
irrelhi%;c;g is rendered thefmore holy by having chosen to avail itself,
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to life is no doubt the most refined abstraction from popular animism
and totemism.

Like the compilers of the Old Testament, the editors of the
Rig-1eda anthology were careful to preserve intact material belong-
ing to different epochs. We are thus able to trace the development of
the early Aryan religious consciousness, just as a reading of early
and later parts of the Bible affords us an enlarged conception of the
nature of the Hebrew Yahve. There is wisdom in this refusal on the
part of priestly guardians to suppress the primitive elements of their
faith; for these are better kept well before the eye than allowed to
fester, as the result of excision, in that uneasy corner to be found in
the most devout conscience. Some of the VVedic hymns are merely
satirical, such as that addressed “To Frogs’, which is considered
to be a satire on the priesthood; or straightforward vers de société—

such as that on “The Gambler”, of whose dice (“dearer than sowa’)
it is said:

Downward they roll, and then spring quickly upward, and, handless,
force
The man with hands to serve them.
Cast on the board, like lumps of magic charcoal, though cold them-
selves, they burn
The heart to ashes.

Others consist of fanciful or naive speculations, such as why the
sun travels through the heavens without falling down, or imaginary
dialogues such as that between the first man and woman, Yama and
Yami (cf. Yima of the Zoroastrian scriptures), debating whether or
not to start the human race, an initiative for which Yama shows some
reluctance. If the Rig-17¢da contained nothing but verse of this kind,
it would still be a curiosity of great interest and a historical docu-
ment of a period otherwise obscure; but its value would be on a
level with that of the Atbarva-1eda, with its charms and formulae
to grow hair, cure sterility, confound witchcraft, and encourage the
crops. '

The great value of the Rig-17eda lies in those mantras, mostly to
be found in the tenth book, which deal with philosophic themes.
Let us take first the great Creation Hymn, which Max Miiller
described as the “first word spoken by Aryan man”. (That may be
true; but if so, Aryan man must have thought a good deal before he
spoke.) The hymn begins with an attempt to represent the world or
universe as it was before creation started. At that time, says the poet,
only ““That One Thing, breathless, breathed by its own nature:
apart from it was nothing whatsoever.” The notion of That One
Thing is further illurr_xipated, or obscured, by a line further on which

- K
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states that “the gods are later than this world’s production”. What,
we may ask, is meant by That One Thing? The Sanskrit word for it
is Tatekam:. Now Ekam means “The Once” or “Unity”; and /at is the
neuter personal pronoun. The concept of a Power beyond, behind
and yet between all things, and finally before all things, is funda-
mental to the understanding of Indian thought. Sometimes called
Perusha, but more frequently Brabman, this Power is nameless,
beyond our mental grasp, because infinite, and also the origin of all
things human and divine, because creative. The first description of
it in this early hymn may give an impression of extreme vagueness,
to which the poetic content no doubt lends colour; for poctry in the
Western word has been regarded since the Romantic Revival as a
medium in which accuracy and precision arc obstacles to enjoy-
ment. In our study of Indian thought we need to remind ourselves
that the Vedic hymns, the Upanishads, and indeed all the important
sacred writings of Hinduism, are in point of fact striving after an
accuracy beyond that of normal everyday cxperience. Vagueness is
neither the aim nor the result; it is the enemy. The difficulty with a
concept such as That One Thing is not that it is vague, but that it
represents the extreme of abstraction. Unfortunately the word
“abstraction” is used often in two senses: the sense in which a
notion is stripped of its qualities, and the sense in which a notion is
freed from error or adulteration. To strip a thing of its qualities is
like peeling an onion; you end up with nothing, no hidden nucleus.
To frec a notion from imperfection, error, and illusion is less an
intellectual than a spiritual operation; and that is what the Indian
mystics attempted to undertake on a scale never before practised.

The hymn in which this primary concept is first promulgated
does not content itself with mere statement. It ponders how creation
started. First of all, there was ““desire, the primal sced and germ of
spirit”. This idea, to which Buddha and later Plato devoted so much
attention, is not here elaborated, for the poet is concerned primarily
with the awe and wonder of creation, not with its detailed
mechanism. Indeed, he concludes with questions that are deliber-
ately rhetorical:

Who verily knows and who can here declare it, whence it was born
and whence comes this creation?
The gods are later than this world’s production. Who knows then
. Whence it first came into being?
He, the first origin of this creation, whether he formed it all or did
not form it,
Whose eye controls this world in highest heaven, he verily knows it
ot perhaps he knows it not.! ’

1 Cf. the Zoroastri : .
1an Prayer for Guidance, which contains a similar serics of questions.
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Although this hymn and the others of the same nature are
concerned to illuminate philosophic themes, we must bear in mind
that, being poems intended for declamation, their primary purpose
is to put the devout listener in the correct frame of mind. They
torm elements in a liturgy, which is none the less intellectual for
having an overtly cmotional purpose: people do not go to church
to learn to worship. This may throw light upon an element of
apparent scepticism in some of the most profound of the hymns,
such as that addressed to Prajapati (X, 121), the Lord of all Living
Things, who long enjoyed an immense reputation among the
people. This hymn, for which the title To the Unknown God was
suggested by Max Miller, sings of the “giver of vital breath, of
power and vigour, he whose commandments all gods acknow-
ledge”, but concludes nine of its ten verses with the tantalizing
phrase “What god shall we adore with our oblation?” There is an
apparent contradiction here; but if we realize that the same distinc-
tion is being made as in the Creation Hymn, between the ultimate
Unity (with which Prajapati was later associated) and individual
deities, the point of the repeated question becomes clearer. The
emphasis, as always, is on the inadequacy of the human mind to
comprehend the meaning of life. In the last verse we have a clue to
the general argument: “Prajapati! Thou only comprehendest all
these created things and none beside thee. Grant us our hearts’
desite when we invoke thee.” The hymn is designed to produce a
condition of mind not of scepticism but of intellectual humility.

_ The gods whose power and bounty are hymned with particular
tervour in the Riég-1eda are Agni, god of fire in all forms, and Indra,
the “Heaven pervading” storm god. To the latter, a quarter of the
hymns are dedicated. Towards the end of the collection the reputa-
tion of both these gods suffers something of an eclipse, which
suggests that they were gods associated with the days of the original
conquest of India rather than with the period of consolidation and
settlement. In the powerful Hymn o Indra in Book 1I(1z); we may
note the phrase “without whose help our people never conquet”,
and also the remark in verse § to the effect that Indra’s existence and
power have lately been subject to doubt. A most interesting light
upon the relations between Persia and India is shed by the reputation
enjoyed in the two countries by both Indra and that other important
god, Varuna. Indra, the god of storm and thunder, becomes in
Persia a demon. Recollecting the low repute in which winter was
held among the followers of Zoroaster, we can scarcely wondet
that the god whose activities contributed so largely to the defects of
that season should have been pronounced diabselical. Varuna,
however, the god of the heavens—*“who, standing in the firmament,
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hath meted the earth out with the sun as with a measure”—was a
figure to undergo marked development in both India and Persia. In
Persia, for reasons that will appear, he was regarded as identical
with no less a figure than Ahura Mazda himself. In India, from being
a god of the high heavens, “‘the universal encompasser”, he gradu-
ally came to be associated with the universality of moral and ethical
order in the world. This order went by the name of Rita. Rifa began
by_bcing a kind of moral thread or current running through the
universe, keeping it not merely harmonious but suffused with the
radiance of goodness. In due time Rife was conceived as also
weaving its path through the souls of men, being present to the
individual as a kind of throb at the depth of his self, which, duly
attended to, indicated his oneness with the universe. We shall see to
what length the Indian thinkers pushed this conception o'f ultimate
selfhood when we come to discuss the Upmzi.r/ma':, with their concept
of Atman. As guardian of this precious law—the Hindu equivalent
gf)ﬂflaat and Tas—Varuna is thus described in an carly hymn (V,
5):

In the tree-tops the air he hath cxtended, put milk in kinc and
. vigorous speed in horses,
Set intellect in hearts, fire in the waters, the sun In the sky and Soma
on the mountain,

In precisely such terms the Zoroastrians sang the majesty of
Ahura Mazda.

The Upanishads

At one end of the Rig-1eda we have the terrible might and fury
of Indra—*“impetuous as a bull”’ (I, 32). At the other end we have a
world of personified abstractions Creativity, Liberality, Speech,
F altl’}, to each of which at least one hymn is devoted. We seem to be
moving forward to a sphere of thought in which the sonorous verse
and emotional intensity of the Ted,, will need to be sacrificed, as
too much of a luxury, later to returp in the elevated poetry of the
Bhagavad-Gita. What is to happen in the meantime? The intervening
period is to be filled with the deep gpeculations of which we have
already hinted, those of Upanishads P

That it is misleading to regard the Vedas as having been com-
posed at a kind of “morning of the world”, as the phrase of Max
Miiller would suggest, we have dy emp},iasized. What is more
probable is that they reflect, like mosz other creative movements, a
renewal of vitality, one of those sudden renaissances of the spirit,
the regular succession of which in the past makes history an
intelligible story instead of a mere log-book. To what causes such
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movements can be ascribed we can hazard only guesses. Possibly
soil erosion accounts for a good many of the major displacements of
population in history, or the lure of more temperate climates, or
the decline of an established trade. Such material causes do not
determine the nature or quality of the results. Just as the movement
of a tribe through Mesopotamia started a religion of righteousness,
so the advance of a race through Baluchistan started a religion of
knowledge. Needless to say, such invasions or penetrations may be
completely sterile: the Turks and the Germans do not seem to have
possessed the gift of fruitful invasion.!

In one of the last of the Rig-Yeda hymns (X, 151), it is asserted
that “man winneth faith by yearnings of the heart”, and the same
poem concludes with the words “O Faith, endow us with belief”.
The Vedas are rich not merely in faith—for the mere perception of
beauty is a token of faith: faith in the value of that which is seen—
but in the kind of enquiry which, by endeavouring to penetrate
behind that which is seen, leads to belief in a profounder sense. In
the Upanishads the “‘yearnings of the heart” assume an intellectual
guise. From a sweeping contemplation of the world the sages
turned to an inward scrutiny. In so doing they withdrew from all
publicity and contact with men. Retiring to the forests and jungles
for the sake of secrecy, they engaged in deep discussion; sage and
saints in solitude, like the later Desert Fathers in Egypt, sage with
sage exchanging the results of their meditations, master and pupil
in the work of initiation and instruction. For the “highest mystery
in the Vedanta, delivered in a former age”, as the Svetasvatara
Upanishad says, ‘“‘should not be given to one whose passions_have
not been subdued, nor to one who is not a son, or who'is not a
pupil”. The element of debate and exchange of view has been
preserved in the word Upanishad itsclf, which is made up of #pa,
near, and shad, to sit. To “sit at the feet of” is still the phrase we use
to convey the notion of receiving wisdom, as opposed to mere
information, from a teacher of high repute. The Upanishads are
the confidential reports of such secret sessions.

To contemplate is ultimately to become aware of the distinction
between oneself and the object. The self here and the world there:
the self with its egoistic desires, and the world with its apparently
unrelated and impersonal laws: and thus arises the need to establish
some relation between the one sphere and the other. This is the
strategy of the Upanishads. Upon these problems the forest saints and
sages devoted their lives to reflecting. We would give much to
know about the men (and women) who were thus addicted to 2

1 See the interesting analysis of this failure in R. G. Collingwood’s New Leriathan
(1943), scction on “Barbarism”.
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assion for thought. Of some we know the barc names. As for their
daily life, this was devoted entirely to meditation, leaving no time
for the “action” with which other people, terrified of being left to
their own reflections, cram their waking hours. Nevertheless, as we
shall see, such mental labour does not deprive them of vitality and
character. In due time they come alive and acquire a reality greater
than that of more strenuous individuals.

How did the sages work out the “problem” that we have stated?
To answer this question is to plunge dircctly into that cclebrated
argument concerning the Self and the Divine Ground of existence—
Atman and Brahman—which was first raised in the creation hymn of
the Rig-Veda. To some people, this argument represents the highest
point to which human intelligence has ascended. It forms the crux of
all philosophical enquiry. Not to grasp its meaning and import is to
fall short of the kind of experience that renders life significant and
meaningful. There is no choice, such pcople maintain, between
living according to this fundamental truth and living according to a
“simpler” or more ‘“‘comfortable” doctrine. The choice is between
living according to this doctrine and not living at all. This only is
reality. This only is truth, wholeness, 7z.

We may add in parenthesis that this cclebrated problem is not
merely a philosophical, still less an academic, one. Bearing in mind
what we have said about the identity in Indian thought between
philosophy and religion, we perceive that it is concerned preciscly
with the establishment of that “divine connecction”, that uniting of
the way of earth with that of heaven, which is the essence of the
religious quest. Moreover, it is accorded a solution to which all the
great religions subscribe. A faith which refuses to accept it in general
terms is one that has failed to realize the implications of its own
claims to truth. _

T he proposition with which the sages start is as follows. Our
'ordlne.n:y world, with its material objects and its individual minds or
consciousnesses, is a world of imprecision, incompleteness, finitude.
Being incomplete and unstable, it is neither self-reliant, nor self-
supporting: in other words, it depends for such reality as it possesses
upon a realm of totally different character. This other realm is the
Groynd of all existence. It is the That One Being of which the
Vedn'. hymn speaks. The “things” of which our existence and
experiences are corpposed form manifestations of this Ground.
Their “thinghood” is precisely that which, rendering them separate
?‘nd. distinct one from another, gives rise to their imperfection.

Wise men only,” says the Katha Upanishad, “‘knowing the nature of

what is immortal, do not look for anything stable here among things
unstable.”
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An important fact to which students of the Upanishads do not
always pay sufficient attention is that among the individual things in
the universe deriving their reality from the ultimate and Divine
Ground are the gods themselves, or at least the gods as conceived
in the limited way characteristic of human beings. This is true even
of the notion of Brabma, which, in contrast to Brabman, means God
as creator.!

This first proposition, which resembles distinctly that of Plato
in defining the world of phenomenon as only partially real, is. not
stated without some show of proof. The proof lies in our own
experience. This does not mean that to most people such a state-
ment appears immediately obvious. What is immediately obvious,
differs according to the level to which the individual’s experience:
has attained. Part of the grounds for supposing the statement to be’
truc is derived from the manner in which its truth comes at length to
be perceived. In other words, the fuller our experience—the older
we are in knowledge of life—the better equipped we shall be to
acknowledge that statement as a true statement. Now what sort of
knowledge is it that we acquire from ripening experience? Surely it
is an increased perception of the unsatisfactory character of every-
thing belonging to the natural plane. Only maturing experience
could disclose such knowledge, such progressive disil/usion. Nor,
unless the maturing mind were simultaneously In process of acquir-
ing a new form of apprehension, could the disclosure have been
vouchsafed. The new form of apprehension is that relating to a
sphere of reality from which defect, error, and illusion are absent.
Without some such insight into perfection we should be unable to
perceive the extent to which our everyday experience fell short of it.
This ideal sphere of reality is the Divine Ground of existence. A
“Ground”, on this basis, is that by which ultimately everything is
what it is, just as the ground (or grounds) of an argument is that
upon which the argument hinges, its razson d’¢tre.

Such knowledge is acquired by the process known as inference.
From one condition we argue logically to the existence of another.
But the sages of the Upanishads believe that knowledge of the
Divine Ground can be acquired in a more direct fashion. This is due
to the nature of the Ground itself, which is necessarily difficult to
define. Although it is beyond the reach of our intellectual faculties,
it is nevertheless sufficiently akin to the soul to be within its grasp.
By the faculty of intuition the human mind may apprehend the
Ground as something with which it enjoys a special relationship.

1 Cf. The Bhagavad-Gita: “All the worlds, and even the heavenly realm of Brabma,
are subject to the laws of rebirth. But for the man who comes to me (Krishna), there
is no returning” (Book VIII). Shankara later developed this view.
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And this act of intuitive apprehension, if purc and dircct, cffects an
immediate union between the mind and that which it apprehends.
Even so, as the Ground is in its wholeness beyond human grasp, the
sages have a special term, Ishwara, to denote that much of the
Ground which the intellect can know. Ishwara may be regarded in
much the same light as the “personal”” God of Christianity.

Such an act of union would be impossible if the sclf consisted
simply of the phenomenal self, the natural ego. But every individual,
even the most corrupt and self-obsessed, possesses another and
deeper self, the Eternal Self. It is by discovering within himself this
deeper Self that man is able, if he chooses, to apprchend the Divine
Ground. And as this deeper or Eternal Self is simply the divine
Ground immanent in human beings,! the union of one with the
other is simply the recognition of Identity. Such state of union,
which the sages call Nirvana, is not to be reached without discipline,
renunciation, and indeed complete self-surrender.

Granted the existence of the Divine Ground, and assuming that
in every individual there exists a deeper, inner or noumenal Self
which partakes of the nature of this Ground, then it must necessarily
follow that the duty of all men here on earth consists in entering into
the state of divine union. Not to render themselves fit for such
union is to frustrate the purpose for which they were put into the

swortld. Worse than that: it is to condemn themselves to a pro-
longation of their state of separation and misery, and perhaps to an
intensification of it in another existence or scries of existences. “For
them who depart from hence without having discovered the Self
and those true desires, for them there is no freedom in all the worlds.
But those who depart from hence, after having discovered the Self
and those true desires, for them there is freedom in all the worlds”
(Chandogya Upanishad).

o the Divine Ground the sages give the name of Brabman.
Now Brabman cannot be translated exactly as God. It is rather a kind
gf undlffereptlated Godhead. The inner Self is called _4¢man, which
is Brahman immanent in man. The Up
phrase to desgr’fbe the fundamental identity between the self and the
Ground of existence, between qu/.zwa;z and A#¢man. This is the tense,
‘s‘tarthng obser\:':mon upon which the whole argument hinges,

T}}ou art that. Ir} othc_er WOlzds, the “inner” Thou is not merely
equivalent to, but identical with, the objective That. The eternal
Gfoufld 1ﬂ0W§ under both the phenomenal world and the pheno-
3%1;_11@&. (S)?_ f),pl;m;;ng{ in r.eahty. that which is considered separate in the

q perience; for that which is of the surface does not

1 “When we consider Brabman as lod ithi i : ;
the Atman” (Bhagavad-Gita). odged within the individual being, we call him

anishads employ a particular
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know itself to be superficial unless irradiated by wisdom. “He (the
Ground) is the beginning, producing the causes which unite the
soul with the body, being above the three kinds of time, past,
present, future, he is seen as without parts, after we have first
worshipped that adorable god, who has many forms, and who is the
true source of all things, as dwelling in our mind. He is beyond all
the forms of the world and of time, he is the other, from whom this
world moves round, when one has known him who brings good
and removes evil, the lord of bliss, as dwelling within the self, the
immortal, the support of all” (Svetasvatara Upanishad).

To illustrate the doctrine of the Upanishads by introducing here
and there a brief quotation, however carefully chosen, must inevit-
ably give a false impression of both their profundity and even their
charm. We must not imagine them simply as consisting of a series
of aloof, dogmatic, and sometimes highly di§9utable utterances,
delivered by those who considered themselves already to have
achieved the measure of renunciation necessary to sanctity. Much of
the interest of the Upanishads is that of following the stages of the
argument: cqually impressive is to observe the intellectual humility
of both teacher and pupil. What they claim to have achieved is not
sanctity or deliverance but the knowledge of the way to these things.
Some scholars have maintained that ““it is not for the systems they
build or for the truths that they can be said to have discovered that
these scriptures are to be so greatly prized, but rather for the
simplicity and earnestness with which great problems are
approached”.! Such an approach is certainly to be recommended in
preference to the_arid disputation with which philosophical dis-
cussion has so often come to be associated, especially in academic
life; but this attitude to the Upanishads remains open to the same
objection as that which withholds praise from the Bible except as
“fine literature”. The disciples of the sages, both contemporary and
in later times, regard the Upanishads not as exercises in thinking but
as repositories of divine thought. The truth of the identification of
Brahman and Atman is regarded as a fact, even a revelation. To the
student whose philosophical knowledge is confined to the Western
world the tendency is to accept as normal in a professional philoso-
pher the famous doctrine of Kant, who claimed that he taught his
pupils not philosophy but how to philosophize. The logical con-
clusion to such an attitude, at least in less capable hands, is the
cultivation of philosophy as a superior kind of game, played in the
lecture-room or at meetings of learned societies, where the intrusion
of truth or wisdom as a guide to right conduct is considered almost
a scandal. We make a great mistake if we suppose that such a

1 Dr. Nichol MacNichol: Introduction to Hindu Seriptures (Dent, 1943).
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superficial attitude is characteristic of the mind of India. Nor have we
any reason to think that the new India, whose future hangs in the
balance, will in this respect differ from the old.

Perhaps the most illuminating of these discourses, from the
point of view of human interest, is that which is entitled the
Brihadaranyaka Upanishad. The story is there related of the departure
from home of the sage Yajnavalkya, the so-called “Lord of Sacri-
fice”’, who is reputed to have written some of the most revered
Hindu scriptures. Before leaving to adopt a hermit life, he announces
that he wishes to make a settlement between his two wives, Maitreyi
and Katyayani. We arc told that one of these wives “possessed such
knowledge only as women possess”, whereas the other, Maitreyi,
was a woman of fine perceptions with an understanding, if not direct
experience, of Brahman. Maitreyi, to whom he announces his inten-
tion of departing, takes the opportunity of asking him whether in
his opinion wealth, such as perhaps she may one day possess, will
bring immortal happiness. He assures her that it will not. Still
detaining him, she then solicits his views upon immortality. As
“thou art truly dear to me,” he replies, “and speakest dear words,
come sit down and I will explain it to thee”. He then embarks upon
an exposition of the doctrine of human love according to the
meditations in which he bas engaged. Human beings and natural
things cannot, he maintains, be direct objects of love. When we
love them, our love is directed not at but through them. Love being
of the Self (A#man), it secks in its activity that which will bring it
once more in contact with eternity (Brabwan); and this it does by
embracing the Self in another. Such an activity, being possible only
if it renounces all commerce with the world of Maya or illusion, is
the reverse of selfish or sensual. Love on the natural plane seéks
only to possess, to multiply and cultivate illusions. Love on the
cternal plane seeks only to renounce, and, having renounced, to
merge with the Godhead. The complete union sought by lovers on
the natural plane increases their separation both from ‘each other
and from the Divine Ground. Such union is possible only in the
mutual recognition of the true Self in each individual, which results
in the possession of lasting happiness in the shape of release from
desire (Moksha).X

Yajnavalkya illustrates his argument by a long series of state-
ments of which the following are typical: “Verily a husband is not
dear, that you may love the husband; but that you may love the
Self through the husband, therefore a husband is dear. Verily a wife
is not dear, that you may love the wife, but that you may love the

1 Cf. “Love between persons means that each wants the other to b imself”
(The Mind and Heart of Love, by M. C. D’Atcy, S.J. (1945),epc.) 16(:6’:). © be more himse
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Self through the wife, therefore a wife is dear. . . . Verily creatures
are not dear, that you may love the creatures; but that you may love
the Sclf through the creatures, therefore are creatures dear. . ..
Verily, everything is not dear, that you may love everything; but
that you may love the Self through everything, therefore everything
is dear.” He then proceeds to illustrate by means of analogy the
nature of the Godhead or Brabman to which he would direct the
attention. Here, again, we observe how such analogies serve to keep
concrete and full-blooded a doctrine that must otherwise remain
dim and remote. ““As all waters find their centre in the sea, all
touches in the skin, all tastes in the tongue, all smells in the nose, all
colours in the eye, all sounds in the ear, all percepts in the mind, all
knowledge in the heart, all actions in the hands, and all Vedas in
speech; as a lump of sugar, when thrown into water, becomes
dissolved into water, and could not be taken out again, but when-
ever we taste (the water) it is sweet—thus verily, O Maitreyi, does
this great Being, endless, unlimited, consisting of nothing but
knowledge, rise from out their elements and vanish again in them.
When he has departed there is no more knowledge.”

But Maitreyi is still puzzled. “Here thou has bewildered me,
sir,” she protests, ““when thou sayest that having departed, there is
no more knowledge.” To which the husband replies: “O Maitreyi,
I say nothing that is bewildering. This is enough, O beloved, for
wisdom. For when there is as it were duality, then one sees the other,
one smells the other, one hears the other, one salutes the other, one
perceives the other, one knows the other; but when the Self only is
all this, how should he smell another, how should he see another,
how should he hear another, how should he salute another, how
should he perceive another, how should he know another? How
should he know him by whom he knows all this? The self is to be
described by No, no!' He is incomprehensible, for he cannot be
comprehended. He is imperishable, because he cannot perish. He is
unattached, for he does not attach himself; unfettered, he does not
suffer, he does not fail. How, O beloved, should he know the
knower? Thus, O Maitreyi, thou hast been instructed. Thus far
goes immortality.”

In the above passage, with its repetitions characteristic of an
age of oral tradition, Yajnavalkya is seeking to emphasize three
points of capital importance for the Upanishad doctrine. The first
is one to which Plato later (but not so very much later) gave
expression in his statement, never perhaps surpassed in pregnancy
of meaning, that “Love is the desire and pursuit of the Whole”’—

1 Sanskrit Nes7, neti, ‘“‘Not this, not that”: in other words the Self cannot be
defined in otdinary terms.



156 TIIE GREAT PHILOSOPHERS: THE EASTERN WORLD

i.e. The All, the Brabman. The sccond point is that human values,
such as love and beauty, are important not in themsclves but in
their revelation, however intermittent, of a more fundamental and
eternal love and beauty. Theit reality resides in that which they “let
through” from the eternal source of value which is Brabman. The
third point is that the object of knowledge is attained not through
vain learning and academic study, but through a kind of willed-for
ignorance, a draining of the mind of the conceit of worldly crudition.
“Not by learning is the Asman attained, not by genius and much
knowledge of books ... Let a Brahman! renounce learning and
bpcome as a child.” The whole world, suggests Yajnavalkya by his
similes, is as it were suffused with Brahman, dissolved in Spirit; but
only those whose taste is not corrupted and jaded can become aware
of the fact. The same truth is conveyed in another brilliant simile
from the Svetasvatara Upanishad, namely that Brabman is “like a fire
tl?at had consumed its fuel”. When the individual has disciplined
}_us soul sufficiently and attained to a knowledge of truth, he will
issue forth in the childlike state defined by another faith as a condi-
tion of entering the Kingdom of Heaven. When the individual is one
with Reality, the inherent division of ordinary cxistence, with its
I mind-body and pleasure-pain duality, will have been healed, as the
wake of a ship closes up without trace. If, to preserve the marine
- metaphor, we think of Being as an ocean, the waves arc creatures
that assert a momentary individuality and are then drawn down once
more into the depths.
How, it may be asked at this point, can we suppose any husband
;0 have addressed his wife in such terms as these, cven though the
r;lsgaliﬁ;aso?g? of the world’s great sages and the wifc'a woman of
having dcvotedl?}?r)i intellect? What couple can be imagined as
‘thigh-flown discouc abst hour of their domestic life together to such
down to uS aps o rﬁ:—-dNaturally, the Upanishads as they have come
in their Compositi):)n ed, formalistic documents; they are more rigid
they transmit acrossevel? than the Dialogues of Plato. Nevertheless,
recognize to be ot botta these centurics an cxperience that we
experience may o om quther}tlc. To .thc Wgstcrg m}nd, suqh an
Yy not come alive without violent imaginative readjust-
ment. We have to put ourselyes i
h ‘e ) n the place of men and women
whose conditions of life brought them f; f: ith naked
reality, almost with essences: & em face to race wi 1
ces; whereas the machine-punctuated life
of the moder ; - MNep
1 man shows him realijt -al d.2 Had
they been accessible, thy y several times removed.’
would have been o ere‘ports of these elemental experiences
asily appreciated by the pre-industrial

1
The word here means a member of the caste

. 15 a | of pri
# We return to this point in the Conclusion. priests.
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gencrations, for whom the rhythm of life had undergone negligible
change since the Neolithic epoch. Our modern lives are notched
with such intervals as pay-day, the year’s holiday, the receipt of a
government pension. We find it hard to conceive of a life controlled
by the more plastic but apparently endless rhythm of the seasons: a
lite brooded over by an eternity of natural recurrence, and alter-
nately drenched by heat and torrent. Such materially sheltered
existence has rendered us correspondingly less exposed to those
spiritual truths which stare the oriental in the face—namely
the vanity of egoism, desire, and attachment to objects of
sense.

Granted this thoroughly disillusioned view of the nature of
existence—*‘this patched-together hiding-place”, as Yajnavalkya
describes it—we find it hardly surprising that the origin of mankind
should have been regarded by early Hindu philosophers as an event
of shame and evil. In the hymn of the Rig-1/eda, to which we have
already referred, Yama and Yami’s mating is concluded in an
atmosphere of guilt. “Shall we not do,” says Yami, “what we never
did aforetime? we who spoke righteously now talk impurely?”
Since Yama and Yami were brother and sister, the feeling of guilt
may partly be accounted for by horror of incest; but in the first of
the Upanishads (fourth Brahman) we find a story of the Creation which
is equally coloured by feelings of guilt. In the beginning, according
to this account, was the Self, the 4#man, which, feeling no delight
in a solitary existence, “made his Self fall into two, and thence arose
husband and wife”’. After the first embrace, however, tl}e woman,
experiencing a sudden feeling of shame, feels she must hide herself.
This she does by becoming successively most of the animals of
creation, down to the ant. Each time, the husband, following suit,
became the male animal, with the result that the entire fapna_pf the
world were brought into existence. Even allowing for the-latitude
of allegory, this particular story borders on the ludicrous; but we
may observe that it exhibits two points in common with most of the
other Creation stories. The first is that woman is born from part of
man. The second is that the act whereby mankind is begotten pro-
duces an immediate sense of shame. We are here dealing with a
feeling deeply implanted within the human mind. Consciousness of
sex and consciousness of sin are somehow interrelated, no man
knows why: but particulatly is this the case with the act from which
sprang humankind. It is interesting to note that modern psychology
has no more succeeded in explaining this human obsession than any
other science; indeed, what modern psychology has done is merely
to confirm its existence at every mental level. Undoubtedly the
Hindu attitude, which received impressive confirmation at ihe hands
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of Buddha, was the result of its horror of rebirth. To be born was
forthwith to step into the realm of desire and attachment—to enter
upon a career that might last for ages, if not for all eternity. In these
circumstances, the act from which such infinite evil might spring
must itself be evil, while most evil of all would be the initial act of
our first ancestors. Upon the latter (as they apparently recognized)
a terrible responsibility rested.

If life, and in particular birth, represented so great an evil, how-
ever, why did not the sages recommend either the prevention of the
continuation of the race or the universal practice of suicide upon
attaining years of discretion? We shall sec in due course that a
certain school of thinkers, more logical perhaps than the forest
sages, advocated and adopted precisely these measures.

The Bhagavad-Gita
The ancient hymns of the Rig-1/edu were considered, as we saw,
to have b(?C{'l communicated to man by God Himself. Although such
divine origins were not ascribed to the Upanishads, the latter were,
and still are, regarded as sacred writings or Srwsi. Today they
remain as precious to the devout as they were in the centuries of their
composition and compilation, which was probably between 800
and 500 B.C. If the Western reader finds the Upanishads dull or remote
he can usually assume that he has failed, even though he may have
tried, to make the imaginative readjustment of which we have
spoken. He may be reassured, however, by the knowledge that even
the most orthqdox Hindus regard the Upanishads as, if not deficient,
then at least in need of completion by a less purely intellectual
doctrine. Just as they benefit from being preceded by the imagina-
tively rich Rig-Veda, so they gain immeasurably by being followed
by the far richer Bhagavad-Gita. ““The Upanishads,” wrote Rabin-
dranath Tagore, “though they measured the highest reaches of the
philosophic Imagination of our people, were yet incomplete in their
answer to the complex longing of the human soul. Their emphasis
was too intellectual, and did not sufficiently explore the approach
to Reality through love and devotion.”
4 Indian philosophical tradition has fully recognized the different
egrees in wisdom to which the three great elements of Hindu
scfr};l)tu.rq approximate. In the first place there is the so-called Path
]c; 1::t1v1ty,_or Karmamarga, To this path belongs the T/edas, songs to
€ chanted in public as a stimulus to effort: the anthems of a people

1 > ;

but g:%?éfv s (;vtg:tt'ﬂlecti/:fl}vays worthy of the greatest respect, is in this casc indisputable;

seems to be boserS, eaas as being the product of a “childlike” approach to reality

danger to whiny Pon assumptions about human progress learnt from the West: a
esser intellects of the Qrient are the more obviously exposed.
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engaged in a communal exploit needing for its accomplishment a
burning faith in its mission. In the second place there is the so-
called Path of Knowledge, or Inanamarga. To this path belong the
Upanishads, explorations by the mind in secret conclave of that
which is permanently knowable behind the world of appearances
and illusion. In the third place there is the so-called Path of
Devotion, or Bbaktimarga. To this path belong the Bhagavad-Gita.
This epic within an epic retails the story not of the Philosopher
King but of someone rarer still, the Philosopher Hero. It demon-
strates for all time the possibility of serving Brabman wholeheartedly
in a situation very different from that chosen by the authors of the
Upanishads. Obsessed by their problems, the forest sages often failed
to see the wood for the trees. Arjuna, the hero of the Gifa, makes
the great reconciliation between immediate duty, dictated by
material and political considerations, and the ultimate obligations
of a devotee of Brahman. It is perhaps the only convincing so/ution to
a problem that faces sometimes a whole generation, but of which
few perceive the true nature.

The Bhagavad-Gita is a poem unique in the world’s literature. In
the first place it belongs as much to philosophy as to literature, and
as much to the social life of India as to its spiritual heritage. As a
document revered as sacted or Swritil by all Hindus, it is still
employed for taking oaths. As a work of literature, it forms an
acknowledged masterpiece; the best translations convey enough of
its beauty of expression to suggest something of the perfection of
the original. And compared with the scriptures of any other religion,
it excels all except the New Testament in its sustained exposition of
spiritual truth. '

The title Bbagavad-Gita is best rendered in English as The Lord’s
Song. Although it forms an epic poem in itself, it is in point of fact a
digression of considerable length in another epic of much greater
dimensions. The Mababbarata, as this gigantic 200,000-line poem
was called, dates from about 500 B.c. We do not know who wrote it.
All we know is that it was added to and elaborated over a period of
many centuries; that it received its present form about A.D. 400
under the great Gupta kings, and that at some point in its compila-
tion the Bhagavad-Gita was included within it, forming what is now
Book VI. No wonder that the only author to be associated, if not
credited, with its composition should have borne the name of
Vyasa, which means literally compiler or editor. The Mabhabharata
(or “Great Bharata”) is the last place in which one would expect to
find a piece of writing such as the Bhagavad-Gita. Bharata, son of the

L Smriti, as opposed to :S'rtlli, means writing or teaching of saints or prophets. It
amounts to “‘indirect” Sruss.
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great Indian heroine Shakuntala, is the father of two -tribes, the
Kurus and the Pandavas. The rambling story opens with an account
of the jealousy of the Kurus for the more cnlightened and god-
fearing Pandavas, culminating in a gambling match in which
Yudishthira, king of the Pandavas (whosc only weakness was love
of the dice), lost the whole of his kingdom, including his wife
Draupadi, to his rival. The latter, who has employed loaded dice,
now decides to eliminate the DPandavas for good and all. He 1s
restrained by the pleas of his blind father, Dhritarashtra, uncer
whose roof the Pandavas had themsclves been educated, and agrees
finally to banish them for a period of twelve years. At the con-
clusion of this term, which the Pandavas have spent in the forest
acquiring wisdom, Duryodhana, breaking his word, refuses ht;;
restore the Pandavas their kingdom. The cxiled clan have by t'a
time acquired numerous sympathizers throughout northern I?dn‘
War is declared. Among the Pandavas is the warrior Ar!u'ﬂa, a the
of Hindu Achilles. He chooses as his charioteer Kﬁ;};?aa’bou

incarnation or avatar of the God Vishun. Realizing that lc‘ll ¢ battle
to fight his own kinsmen, Arjuna hesitates on thc‘ﬁcl o s dis-
na, whose identty

whether to proceed to the attack. Krish d of theif
closed, argues with him, and the Bhagavad-Gita is the z'ccorf e ol
remarkable conversation together. Stationed at the sid¢ Owcd with
king Dhritarashtra, the courtier Sanjaya is spcdall}f cndommcm:ary
extra-sensory petception in order to provide a running co
upon the proceedings. . . marks the
The gospel of Krishna, the Lord whose Song 1t 1% o1 e fof
culmination of Hindu thought starting with the Vedas. will find
whom the Upanishads are cold intellectual documents
warmth and sublimity in the Gita. Its gencral point Of ¥ f{ Fu
less consistent, is more acceptable to the Westernt mmo;icnt lacks
more, Krishna’s arguments dispose of the view that the/ 1 pfcacl}ed
a doctrine of action. Of the passive resistance or Sa/& %" which
at a later date, there is here no hint. Even pacifism its¢ K rishn? as

Arjuna is at first the spokesman, meets with rejection! he poert g0
incompatible with the doctrine of Brahman. In 1ts day U ””,-,/;/;d!»
doubt provided an answer to those who feared that the the eQPl.;'
with their quietist doctrines, might tend to demoralize * < pic 3
loftiest religlo™ oo

Thus although the Giza forms perhaps the

. . g - temp s
the world, infused with the spirit of renunciation and f;(t)ir; . hcftce"‘z
it is at the same time a shrewd and noble apology fora wattior e?sig’h
it probably began as a heroic poem of the Kshatr$)4, ot ato 2 b

it was gradually moulded under Brahman influence

1 The doctrine espoused in patticular by Mahatma Gandhi.
$ To which the Buddha and Mahavira belonged.
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history”, like the somewhat similar legend of the Holy Grail. The
highest virtue required by the Upanishads is to be saintly. In the
Gita the highest virtue enjoined upon Arjuna is devotion (Bbakti).
Now devotion is best exemplified in selfless attachment to a person.
It is Arjuna’s devotion to Krishna that places the Gita above the
Upanishads in point of realism and humanity. Seeing that the Brabnian
of the Upanishads represented an entity beyond human understand-
Ing, 1t was impossible that such a Supreme Being should command
devotion of the personal kind lauded in the Gita. “The path of the
Unmanifested,” says Krishna in the poem, “is hard for the embodied
to reach.” Men talk of dedicating themselves to honour, virtue, and
even love; what it is to which they declare themselves attached is
always something endowed, or at least credited, with personality.
Men cannot adore an abstraction. The evolution of the impersonal
Brahman of the Vedas, which is often referred to as “It”, into the
God-Man Krishna of the Gita, represents a natural and inevitable
Process. The desire to see the human incarnation of God has been
a feature of every religion, above all of Christianity. Allowing for
obvious differences of message, no person in history—not even
the Buddha himself—spoke more in the manner of Christ than
Krishna,

Although the profound wisdom of the Giza is discernable to us
only by studying the poem as a whole in good translation, we can
follow the gist of the argument by citing certain sal{ent passages. In
his first mood of dejection, Arjuna, turning to Krishna, exclaims:
“‘Seeing these my kinsmen, O Krishna, annoyed, eager to fight, my
limbs fail and my mouth is parched, my body quivers, and my hair
Stands on end, Gardiva [his bow] slips from my hand, ?ﬁfd my skin
burns all over, I am not able to stand, my mind is whirling, and
see adverse omens, O Kesave [‘enlightened one’]. Not do I see any
advantage from slaying kinsmen in battle . . . killing these d‘?SPclrﬁ’
does, sin will but take hold of us . . . Although these, with mtef .
gence overpowered by greed, see no guilt in the destruction O tg
- farnily, no crime in hostility to friends, why should we not learn °
turn away from such a sin, O Krishna, who see evils in dc‘astructloal
of a family?” Krishna does not reprove Arjuna for this ‘.Yﬁufn
reluctance to engage in slaughter. He even applauds his wisdor,

but he goes on to point out that his grief is ﬁﬁSPlaCCdﬁ;rgcsg_tﬁz

wise, he says, is to grieve for neither the living not t ® coan soul
present evils are both temporary and ephemeral. The ‘ﬁn There-
will outlast these and every other occurrence 1 this wor be moved
fore the evils of life must be borne with equanimity. 'II;O cvglrse o
and cast down by human sorrow is to display conduct toe £¢ hich is
that which desérves immortality. The immediate duty, W ,
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resistance to the enemy, must be squarely faced. Arjuna must fight.
The true Self, the Atman, being birthless, dCﬂthl‘ESS_’ and changeless,
will thercby come to no harm. In any case, 2S 1\1'1§]}110a llf:tfff points
out (Book X1I), Arjuna, in fighting his cncm?, zlzlqclo?lzzvir?ie? o
slay’;. In point of fact these men are alrc? y aeas e k'l‘,f cen
i - g imeelf., No man really kills or 1s
ordained to be killed by Krishna himse | sienif R
I : - s have no real significance. Regret
killed by another, for such actions is the outcome, heaven
at what is unavoidable is misplaced. If death 1s t e 2 ooall
will be the reward; if victory, a kingdom to which Arjuna is legally
entitled. Victory and defeat amount in the end to the Sal'Tcllc thing. To
engage in battle in 2 mood of holy indifference 18 to rid oneself of
sin.t .
Having expounded to Arjuna the truc naturc of the Sclf, accord-
ing to orthodox Upanishad teaching, Krishna proceeds to claborate
a doctrine which, though frequently misunderstood, has perhaps
enjoyed more popularity in the Western world than any other of
oriental origin. This is the doctrine known as Karma Yoga. Although
we shall discuss Yoga in detail later, it is important to understand_ at
the outset what is meant by these two terms. Kar#a, 2 word to which
reference is increasingly made, is not easy to translate into English.
It means primarily “deed” or “work’; but 1t can also mcan both the
results of a particular deed and the chain of causcs and eflects thz}t
links various deeds together. It is in the latter sense that the word is
'now most frequently employed. Karma is the law which is brought
into operation by our least act in this life; for what we do in the
present world is not merely the result of what we did in some past
existence but the cause of what we shall do in another. The meaning
of Yoga is less simple. Literally a “Yoke”, it can mean the state of
union with Brabman which is the end or goal of life. Another and
more usual meaning is that of rule or path whereby this union is
achieved. As there is more than one path to such union, so there are
several kinds of Yoga. That Krishna should expound to Arjuna the
principles of Karma Yoga is appropriate, since Karma Yoga is con-
cerned with action that results from self-dedication to a personal
God such as Krishna represents.
humatng:alst 1E)omt in the Gita we become aware of a tendency to
¢ rather stringent asceticism advocated by the Upani-
shads. To approach the latter in a mood of humility, which is the
correct attitude, is to be overwhelmed by the demands made upon a
hulrnar} nature easily tired by two minutes’ concentrated thought.
ls)?ltvitlon, 1t may seem, is to be acquired at a price not merely too big
eyond anything ordinary men can afford. In the Giza, on the
* One calls to mind a

i line of a war poem written i by Herbert Read: “T
fight without hope is to fight with gtace?” ritten in 1940 BY T e °
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Sﬁgﬁi (l;; zgz)rl:;igna.fcpeatcdly stresses the value of even a brave

! will. ““In this Yoga,” he says, “even the abortive
attempt 1 NOt Wasted, N L OS% . ult. Even a
little practice of this ¥ or can it produce a contrary result. P
rebirth and death.” ’I‘hOga will save you from the terrlbk? whee ﬁ
fruits of action. “:Yo ; e first requisite is to despise and lgn?,fe tke
only, You have no ;1 rl}';we the right to work but for the work’s s:a €
action with your hlfj tto the fruits of work. . .  Perfor®t S0

D ent t0 the £ cart fixed on the Supreme Lord. Renounce

attachm ‘ tuits. Be even-tempered in success of failure; for
it is this cvenness of temper which is meant by Yoga.” Then follows
ahshrcW: d fm?l}’31§ of that form of conduct which, being attached to
‘t"l?hf;lll:itr?goa]:g‘?fz’ lands a person in frustration and discontent.
G e hod densc-ob]ects will attach you to sense objects;
Trow att: » and you become addicted; Thwart your addiction,
it turns to anger; Be angry and you confuse your mind; Confuse
your mmd,. you f_orget the lesson of experience; Forget experience,
you lose dlSCI;'l,n:unatiOn; Lose discrimination, and you miss life’s
only purpose.” Those immersed in the life of the senses naturally
believe they are enjoying the richest experience that life has to offer.
To such people, the detachment of the seer appears as a kind of
befuddlement. The truth is quite otherwise. “The recollected mind
is awake In the knowledge of the 4#wan, Which is dark night to the
ignorant: The ignorant are awake in their sense-life, Which they
think is daylight: To the scer it is darkness.”

It is in the third section or “lesson” of the Gita, specially con-
cerned with Karma Yoga, that the new doctrine of action is most
clearly f;xp.oun.ded. Arjuna draws Krishna’s attention to an apparent
contradiction in the philosophy of Brabman. 1f, as the Upanishads
suggest, knowledge is the highest goal of man, and if the contem-
plative is the highest type of human being, how can action be
justified at all, l?t alone action involving both violence and
slaughter? To this question Krishna replies that the distinction
between knowl'edgc: and action is at bottom a false one. Knowledge
is a form of action, because action can include the operations of the
mind. In other words, we never cease to act for one moment, even
in sleep.? Henf:e “freedom from action is never achieved by abstain-
ing from action”. What is required of the true devotee is not
passiveness but selfless action. It is that to which Kaerma Yoga,
propetly followed, will lead.

The cxposition of the principles of Karma Yoga leads Krishna
to explain how so great a wisdom, though preached from the

1Cf. T, S. Eliot, Four Quartets (a work much influenced by the Gita): “‘For us
there is only the trying. The rest is not our business.”

2 Arjuna incidentally was supposed never to indulge in this relaxation.
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beginning of time, has been neglected. The cvil instincts of men, by
mistaking the senses for organs of truc knowledge, have obscured

- the knowledge of Brabman. For this reason Krishna is obliged from

time to time to visit the world in bodily form. But unlike Arjuna,
who has also experienced many forms of existence, Krishna is
endowed with the capacity to remember each of his incarnations.
“I seem to be born,” he says, “but it is only sceming.” Only when
evil appears to be gaining the upper hand, I make mysclf a body.”
(We are given to understand that Krishna’s human embodiment at
this time represented the cighth incarnation of Vishnu.) He then
1ssues his first clear statement of his mission as the saviour of man-
kind: “He who knows the nature of my task and my holy birth Is
not reborn. When he leaves this body he comes to me. Flying from
fear, From lust and anger, He hides in me, His refuge, his safety:
Burnt clean in the blaze of my being, In me many find home. What-
ever wish men bring me in worship, That wish I grant them.
Whatever path men travel Is my path: No matter where they walk
}t lqads to me.” He then sums up his tcaching about action in a
laShion that, though paradoxical, contains truth even on a lower
evel than that of which he speaks, “He who sccs the inaction
Fhat IS In action, and the action that is in inaction, is wise
indeed.”
Yoé}lftf;hisc%me d(;:ailed instructions concerning the practice off-
Patan;a]j o &V(; shall study in connection with the phllOSOth o
nature, Cor Whli ‘;1 returns to the question of the weakness qf I_lulr}‘larl
Atjuna asks Wh:t bthese practices entail such rigorous discip 1{‘)!;:
to enable them to feﬁ0mes of those whose will-power is too ff:lc e
attain a knowled e?)fOBW ;,he proper dlrccthns. For if a man fall' s tcf
the present Whic%l he hr anman, does he not in effect miss bothl.lfvesi_
the spirit, and the fut aSl{_enounccd in favour of the future lite c??‘
On both these POiﬂtsL}ée~ ife of the spirit which he has not attained:
rishna reassures him. Such a man, who must

on

world, becaue, beonfused with the backslider, is lost to neither

end”.! Those wh 0 Eﬂe.Who seeks Brahman ever comes to an evil

cannot sustain theoc’ﬁf aving ernb_ar!{egl upon the practice of Yoga,

of g0od deeds™ ort of self—d%smphne, will still reach “the heqven
> Where they will remain for a considerable time.

hen, bein
enlightenedghgi?z r& by the so-called Pizrs- Jana® into a good and

. ey will strive toward ion £ he point
t s petfection from the p
at which they left of. They may even havlz the good fortune—but

1 Cf. Soctates: «
Apolog y). No harm can come to 2 good man in this or the next world” (Plato:

% The “path of the fathers”

ones”, who attain direct to g st as opposed to the Deva-Jana, the “path of the bright

tate of Nirvana.
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this is not very common—to be born into a family of enlightened
Yogis (practitioners of Yoga). Through a series of births they will
finally succeed in escaping from further rebirths by attaining to
knowledge of Brabman.

In the seventh section of the poem, where Krishna further
.enlightens Arjuna on the subject of who is to be saved, we observe
‘a marked widening of outlook, a universal vision of faith, such as

occurred in Judaism only with the second Isaiah. Krishna accepts
the fact that men of different ages, countries, and temperament will
adopt ditferent rituals and even worship different gods. This does
not greatly matter. So long as a man has faith, even if he is wicked,
he is worthy to be admitted to the number of the devout. By an act
which Christian theology was later to describe as one of grace, God
will in due time make that faith, however misplaced, un\vaveripg,
so that “endowed with the faith I give him, he worships that deity,
and gets from it everything he prays for. In reality, I alone am the
giver.”

Perhaps the climax of the Gite’s teaching is reached in the
eighth Book, in which Krishna answers Arjuna’s question as to
how, at the hour of death, God reveals Himself to those who have
been faithful to Him. Introduced at a similar point in one of the
greatest of modern religious poems,® this sublime passage alone
would make the Gifa a work of surpassing value. “Whatever 2 man
remembers at the last, when he is leaving the body, will be realized
'by him in the hercafter: because that will be what his mind has most
constantly dwelt on during life.” We may venture to say that all the
bitter and tortuous arguments concerning ““faith” and “works”’ that
were to darken the next two thousand years, especially in Europe,
are here exposed as vanity. Both forms of argument are to be
rejected simply because they are arguments; for there is no arguing
oneself at the last moment into salvation. It is the spiritual level
upon which a man is accustomed to live that will determine at th'e
moment of mortal interruption his fate hereafter. Admittedly this
level is not always easy to assess from external observation. One
suspects that much overt piety, much insistence upon out}Vard
performance of duty, serve to conceal a mind unused to h{gher
aspiration. And here we may appreciate once more the convenience
of defining “‘religion” as the maintenance of the “divine connec-
tion”: for it is this connection which, as Krishna says, the SOU-! not
merely establishes but, if deserving of salvation, maintains within
himself. Thus the summit of each world faith is on a level with that
of the others. At the highest point to which the Hindu spirit
attained we observe that insistence upon the spiritual disposition

1 T. S. Eliot’s East Coker, the second of the Fowr Quartets.
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which is found cqually in Zoroastrianism, in Buddhism, and in
Judeo-Christianity. The same insistence upon inner sanctity,
distinguished, as we saw, the apex of Ligyptian moral speculation.
We arc beginning to learn somcthing of the mind not of one or two
nations or pcoples, but of mankind as a whole.

The majesty of the Gita's message is to be discerned likewise
in its view of the nature of Knowledge. The knowledge of God for
which the forest sages sought was an 'intellectual thing. It resembled
the supreme knowledge spoken of by the great Juropean philoso-
pher whose “God-intoxicated” spirit most ncarly resembled that:'
of the forest sages, Benedict Spinoza. It was in fact an amor
intellectnalis Dei, an “‘intellectual love of God”. The knowledge ot
God of which we learn in the Giza is more than that. It is 'dcx‘r‘otxo'nal
love. Hence the literal meaning of Bukbsi, Devotion, is “loving
faith”. A modern English philosopher! has well rgmftkad that
true knowledge is to be distinguished from mere belief “by be‘tﬁg
vision”. This visionary quality, though not always sustained toturc
degree apparent in the Gita, is that which places a work of htc\l}j/;ii///
in the category of inspired utterances, the work of thc}l g
among mankind, who are the only leaders that mattet he e
their message is of permanent valiglit)_f. In the hght‘of such j};f%}jﬂa’m’
testimony, cven theology reveals its inadequacy. “To the bra <mal
the knower of Faith, all the IVedas are of as little usc as ﬂl e
water-tank during the time of a flood, when water is evcr)’wt;;n' a

A précis of a poem may, by a modest aim, do less harm Dricf
more ambitious attempt to convey its excellences. In tgc olely
account given above of the Gitz we have been conccmch.gh in
to distil its message, a legitimate endeavour in a poem W d? da’ctic
addition to being a work of art, possesses an evident Sons ©
purpose. We have refrained from entering into explana Comed
difficult philosophical terminology; the Gita, like The Divine -
has its technical vocabulary and requires a sheaf of notes e the
occasional diagram. Similarly, we have omitted, as ‘?utsuaﬁties.
scope of this book, all detailed comment upon its dramatxllc t‘%] . mag-
A literary approach would certainly need to dwell upotan.l g to act
nificence of Book X, in which Krishna, ceasing mo{ne?joten ¢ god,
as Arjuna’s charioteer-, assumes the aspect of an qrfn?he Book ¢
magnificent and terrifying, like the apigr;ltiogd rlessc d Job from
Revelation, and having a voice like that which a

n to

hirlwind. . .
thﬁ\)v(‘/’ha\t is the outcome of Krishna’s counsel and re}rcfjaeed, s
‘una? Arjuna, calm but heartened, resolves to fight. tI’I:i o arse
iy na;ture however reluctant at the outset, dictates
own )
1 The late A. E. Taylor.



HINDUISM 167

of action. “If, in your vanity, you say: ‘I will not fight’, your resolve
1s vain. Your own nature will drive you to the act. For you your-
sclf have created the Karma that binds you. You are helpless
In its power. And you will do that very thing which your ignorance
secks to avoid.” And the poem ends with Krishna’s bidding to
Arjuna to renounce all fear of life or death, all expectation of
reward, all attachment except to God. Here, again, the message is
addressed not simply to Arjuna but to all. “If any man meditated
on this sacred discourse of ours, I shall consider that he has
worshipped me in spirit.”

Thus concludes the work which Wilhelm von Humboldt, to
quote but one spokesman from many, described as “the most
beautiful, perhaps the only true, philosophical song existing in any
known tongue”. That verdict may possibly be exaggerated; but
therc is clearly something remarkable about a poem which, during
the centuries” in which it has been accessible to Europe, has
prompted to exaggeration so many thinkers whose views are entitled

to respect.

The sceptical backwash
India has often been contrasted with China by saying that

India has too much religion, China too great an obsession with
ethics.! The preoccupation of India with the meaning of existence
has admittedly been more intense than that of any other country:
it has certainly been more prolonged. Preoccupation with the
meaning of existence, however, does not always make for “belief
as commonly understood. It may make equally, or at least
periodically, for scepticism. From too great a concentration upon
ultimate problems the mind may spring back in exhaustion of
even disgust. The divine connection, however passionately sought,
may appear as cither beyond man’s capacity to discern, ot else as
something that in the nature of things cannot be established. The
first conclusion, though not in itself productive of scepticism, may
easily collapse into one that is. In the composure of the facultlc;
to despair there is experienced 2 kind ’of ‘tranqmlhty .(WF ta]lgklizf
happy agnosticism™), whereas the realization of a basis for 12 e
opens up bewildering vistas of effort and concentration, at .
until the final attainment of union. The very fury of f%SQchthe?r
played by the forest sages, their itcb to arrive at certamg, e
hunger for explanation, even of trivial .matters——and . 61; *
triviality in certain of the Upanishads—indicate 2 state O ;nu{ for
turmoil persisting not for a lifetime, an “age of transmorll) e
several centuries. If the secret of life had been known o (1€i:
! See for example The Wisdom of India, edited by Lin Yutang, p- I7-
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would have been no need for “secret doctrine”, nor would the
mystery of Brahman and Atman have needed unravelling in solitude
by men with “hair grown white and having scen their son’s son”.
The gospel of Krishna would have amounted to the revelation of
banality. In short the philosophia perennis is shadowed by its opposite,
an anti-philosophia, cqually perennial and with the greater fecundity
of the weed over the flower.

In point of fact we become aware of scepticism not only as
shadowing the fluorescent doctrine of the Upanishads, but also as
growing up in its midst. The Chandogya Upanishad, for instance,
consists of a long meditation on the significance of the sacred
syllable OM.! Employed at the beginning and cnd of the Vedas,
and considered as an aid to meditation if repcated or meditated
upon, OM may be rendered as “peacc” or cven as Brabman. We
very soon come to perceive how it can bc abused. When the sage
Glava Maitreya went to repeat the Veda, we learn that a white dog
appeared before him, and other dogs followed, saying, “Sing and
get us food, for we are hungry.” The dogs later ““came on, holding
together, each dog keeping the tail of the preceding dog in its
mouth, as the priests do when they are going to sing praises. . . - After
they had settled down, they began to say Hin (Prajapati). OM, lc_t
us eat! OM, let us drink! OM, may thc divine Varuna, Praiapafl,
Savitri, bring us food! Lord of Food, bring hither food, bring it,
OM 1 Other Upanishads reveal not merely a critical attitude to the
priesthood, but a frank scepticism about all the higher values, the
gods, and the scriptures. Similatly, in the Gita, Krishna warns
Arjuna against those “demoniacal men” who contend that “the
universe is without truth, without basis, without a god, brought
about by mutual union, and caused by lust and nothing else”.?
There is no doubt that this passage refers to ideas current at the
time. Moreover, we can be reasonably sure of the school of thinkers
to which it refers. These were the Nastiks, or those who “‘said no”
—N{hlllst'S, as we should call them. Such a negative attitude can
mamfefst. itself In a number of ways, ranging from conventional
agnosticism, which does not know “either way”’—whether there
¢ is 2 God or whether there is not—to complete materialism, which,
proclaiming no law save that of chance, reduces the wotld to a
fortons bl of s of matrs & oo view 0 which

4 panishad approaches. Downright materialism

1 Compressed from the letters AUM which i
a , symbolize the th icf Vedas.
bad conock vo B oo b drawn hese o tho ey hat Kb diectly selates
; : SO ¢ world: ““Holding cvil ideas through delusion, they
engage 1n action with impure resolves.” Toda is the Jiroug 1
i : . Yy, such is th twcen meta-
phys}xlcs and ethics, we rarely regard a man’s conduct, good os l;lal:i’ O;:ch:‘fi:;; anything
much to do with his conception of the natute of the universe, ’
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of the latter kind is admittedly rare in philosophy, and rarer still in
life. The mind cannot easily be made to entertain, except for
polemical purposes, a theory which, like a boomerang, returns to
shatter to pieces the instrument that launched it: for the mind on
such a theory is as chance a concentration as anything else, with
the result that its conclusions are equally accidental. A genial
agnosticism, especially if combined with a talent for logic-chopping,
is both more common and more socially acceptable. Nothing in the
modern world can be compared with the practice, as common in
ancient India as in Greece, of holding public philosophical contests,
sometimes under official and even royal auspices, and sometimes
purely free-lance.! We learn of such debates in the Upanishads.
Likewise there existed a number of philosophical “pedlars” or
Paribbajaka, who, like the Greek Sophists, made a profession of
engaging in argument for the sake of argument, or sometimes of
purveying a specious kind of wisdom, mental cures or sedatives,
like quack psychologists: for every community contains its mental
as well as its physical hypochondriacs. Sometimes the cure” pre-
scribed was that which entailed purging the mind of the illusion of
faith, for, as we pointed out above, men are not necessarily more
happy as believers than otherwise. Such a denouncer of the “opium
of the people” was Brihaspati, who ridiculed the sanctity of the
VVedas and preached a philosophy of “Eat, drink and be merry”.
Of his life and work we have little direct knowledge; but his
influence was great enough to start a school of sceptical materialists,
the Charvakas (so-called after one of the most distinguished of
their number), who anticipated and outdid the sceptics of the
modern world in the rigour of their destructive analysis. Whereas
the faith of the VVedas, the Upanishads, and the Bhagavad-Gita repu-
diated the evidence of the senses as productive of illusion, these
Nastiks (to resume the general term for the sceptical school) con-
tended that men, having nothing but their senses upon which to
rely, were foolish to seek a sphere of experience behind or beyond
that of momentary sensation. Both A#wan and Brabman were
figments: their identity in that respect was unquestioned. Further-
more, the discipline of Yoga represented an outrage against nature,
the invention of a twisted mentality. Not the renunciation or up-
rooting but the acceptance of instinct should be regarded as the
true law of life. Everything that would delude men into thinking
otherwise, above all the domination of the Brahman caste, was a

1 The B.B.C. Brains Trust is our nearest equivalent. The great success of this
institution, espccially in its initial stages, revealed an obvious interest in serious public

disputation. Possibly the gradual evolution of the Trust into an entertainment dcprivcd
it of its attraction for many people,
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menace to society. There was no “divine connection”. The world
was maintained by a nexus of atoms. Soul and body were therefore
composed of the same material.

Mabhavira

Orthodox belief is supposed to induce social torpor; but, as
we have shown, there is also a quietism that comes from the pro-
fession of certain forms of scepticism, mild rather than bitter. The
communal mind can be roused and quickened by two quitc opposite
influences: that of a revolutionary and transcendental faith such
as that of Ikhnaton or Zoroaster, or that of a ferociously ascetic
belief such as that which, without warning, captured thc minds
of a small group of zealots in sth-century India, not many years
before the more profound but less stringent faith of Gotama
Buddha. The faith of Mahavira, the founder of Jainism, is perhaps
the most perplexing of all that we shall study in this book. That
anyone should have devised such an extravagant belief is as remark-
able as that anyone should have followed it, for at first glance it
appears not merely incredible but impracticable. Like most other
extreme faiths, it has modified itself in course of time into something
in which it is possible to believe. The faith of the Jains, which
denies life to the extent of regarding seicide as the most sacred
act of which man is capable, has survived and even prospered for
over two thousand years, .

Mahavira, who probably lived from:f549—477 B.c.,} camc of a
famlly' belonging to the Kshatriya or Warrior caste, which for
centuries was regarded as superior to all others, including that of
the Brahmans or priests.2 He was born in the town of Vaishali in
modern Bihar. From the beginning his upbringing was unusual.
His father, one of the leaders of the Lichchavi tribe and a man of
considerable w_gglth, was an adherent of a religious sect which pro-
fesged a dogtnne staunchly opposed to that of the 1Vedas. If the
belicfs of this sect were not exactly materialist, they were certainly
nihilist or Nastik. Sharing the common Vedic horror of rebirth,
they en]ome'd'a Patticular method of avoiding it. This was by
voluntary suicide. The ajim was not to induce a violent end, but, by
preference, slowly to drain away vitality by means of starvation.
Only thus WO}lld the life-force be reduced to a degree of inanition
rendering it incapable of further transmigration. It appears that
Mabhavira’s father converted his wife to the same belief, and in due
course shared with her the martydom to which they were thereby

1 This date has been questioned.

21t was in fact the second castc in the Hindu hierarchy. The first, that of the
Brahmans, was exempt from all taxation.
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committed. Possibly they may be pronounced guilty of a certain
measure of procrastination or sloth, for at the time of their fast unto
death their son was already in his thirty-second year.

The death of his father and mother reduced the young man to
a statc of extreme dejection. Being in his prime, he instinctively
clung to life while at the same time sensing and suspecting its
futility. Before following the parental example, however, he deter-
mined to embark upon a quest for wisdom more thorough than
that undertaken by any of his contemporaries or predecessors.
Rejecting current orthodoxy and heterodoxy alike, but subscribing
at least to the principle of self-purification and renunciation, he left
home and adopted the life of a vagrant. To demonstrate his com-
plete withdrawal from civilized life he dispensed with every
amenity and property, including clothing. For thirteen years he
roamed the country of western Bengal practising austerities of the
most extreme variety. In a land of strange sects and practices, such
conduct would not at first have attracted undue attention; but
such was the powerful personality of this young man that he soon
began to acquire followers and disciples. A tradition dating from
remote time held that mankind, plunged in corruption and sin,
was periodically afforded cnlightenment by the appearance of
Saviours, Redeemers or, as they were called, Jinas (““Conquerors™).t
Upon the small group of disciples of the naked wanderer there
gradually dawned the conviction that their master was none other
than the latest of these Jinas. Accordingly they gave him the new
name of Mahavira, which means “Great Hero”. As followers of
this new leader they called themselves Jains, hero-worshippers.

In spite of the asceticism of his life, Mahavira lived to the age
of seventy-two. At the time of his death there were about 14,000
Jains, some of whom had formed themselves into monastic com-
munities, male and female. Nor did the death of the Jina halt the
spread of his doctrine. On the contrary, the faith won converts
rapidly, attracting rather than repelling by the severity of its
impositions. That it should ever become a world faith was impos-
sible; but whereas many a belief of less rigour has run into the sand,
Jainism, despite schisms and fierce controversies, can still claim
almost a million and a half followers.

The original beliefs of the Jains have undergone a good deal
of development since their first formulation by Mahavira. Sharing
the family belief that the Vedas were not the word of God, Mahavira
was one of the first men on earth to proclaim a faith nominally with-
out an Object. In his view, the search for absolute knowledge of
Brahman, as for absolute union with that infinite Being, was futile.

1 Or Jainas.



172 THE GREAT PIILOSOPIIERS: TIIF HASTERN WORLD

The universe was not created or started by a god: it was self-
subsistent and always had been so.! ar from men presuming to
know the ultimate truth, their very finitude renders this impossible.
Just as six blind men might consider an clephant to be halt a dozen
totally different things by touching ditlerent parts of its body, so
individual men, reflecting upon their own little facet of experience,
arrive incvitably at different conclusions about the nature of the
world. Truth is indeed revealed to men, but only by the Jinas whose
appearance is recognized by the faithful. Free from the chain of
Karma and rebirth, these Jinas win for the truth in each gencration
a minority of saints or Arabats, who remain for ever exempt from
reincarnation. Of lesser though substantial merit were the “high
souls” ot Paramatmans, whosc blamcless conduct permitted them
a temporary interruption of the birth-cycle.

Although Mahavira denied the existence of a god and even of a
god-pool, he was unquestionably one of those whose mission in
life was to unite the way of carth with the way of heaven. His
rgpl{diation of Vedic beliefs did not lecad him to materialism, nor
did it prevent his later disciples from constructing an entirely new
pantheon composed of the saints of Jainism. It is difficult to know
whether the oriental mind is capable of subscribing to a creed of
absolute brute materialism. Even where the claim is made, we
cannot be sure that it is being carried out in practice. Clearly, the
doctn‘ne. of the transmigration of souls is incompatible with
materialism even of a refined or dialectical kind. And without
the dog:tr’me of the transmigration of souls the whole point of
Mahavxrq s self-laceration is lost. For even if your primary wish
1s to avoid the cycle of rebirth, you must steadfastly belicve in the
reality of that process in order to justify your precautions.
cnligfxct)g;rtr?;l io-;:_al}lled ]{zimz Sutras® that have been prescrved fqr ic
feature of the j); t E faithful it becomes clear that the most striking
with certain o aér} faith, its advocacy of suicide, is hedged .rouilgi
Defined i, nditions. It is not an act to be undertaken lightly.

efined as ““the Incomparable religious death”, it cannot be achieved
?y mer}c;: forthright self-immolation. The proper frame of mind
requite & Lfetimey empst be induced, and this may pasadoxically
Iy to be disci cultivation. Among the emotions that need
;?:fi; gst (1)10telo riscifph%ed is that of desire or longing. Therefore
about your extincgtioor' cath or release. You must manage to bring
N1 1n a2 mood beyond both desire and avetsion.

1 Such a view, as we shall see, is
somewhat similar view, as d I

? Sutra: literally a string
themes.

not nccessarily “materialistic”. Aristotle held a
0 our Emergent Evolutionists.
or thread, i.c. a series of verses or maxims on recutrent
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Among the instincts of life to be eradicated, therefore, is the
instinct to leave it. In the Bbagavad-Gita there are passages to suggest
that the sages were not unaware of the dangers of exaggerated
self-discipline. They had observed, possibly among the Jains
themselves and their related sects, a too great—almost a voluptuous
—indulgence in asceticism. ““Yoga is not for him who eats too much
or for him who fasts excessively. It is not for him who sleeps too
much, or for the keeper of exaggerated vigils, etc.” (Book VI).
In the Akaranga Sutra of the Jains, however, we read that “there
arc no degrees in control”. This is followed by a terse summary of
the kind of mental discipline expected of the devout Jain: “He who
knows wrath, knows pride. He who knows pride, knows deceit.
He who knows deceit, knows greed. He who knows greed, knows
love. He who knows love, knows conception. He who knows
conception, knows birth. He who knows birth, knows death. He
who knows death, knows hell. He who knows hell, knows animal
existence. He who knows animal existence, knows pain. Therefore,
a wise man should avoid wrath, pride, deceit, greed, love, hate,
delusion, conception, birth, hell, animal existence, and pain.”

The admonition to avoid pain may appear a trifle incongruous
in a creed prescribing the extremes of bodily suffering; but the
emphasis here, as always, is upon the word “avoid”. Nothing must
deliberately be either sought or desired. Thus, in the instructions
given in the same Sw/ra for the attention of “the wise ones who
attain in due ordef to one of the unerring states in which suicide-is
prescribed”, we are given detaﬂg of three methods by which the
monk or fakir should compose himself for death. The first method
is to spread out straw _upon 2 picce of ground free from living
beings of every kind. Without food the Jain should lie down and
endure such pains as attack him. “When crawling animals, or such
as live on high or below, feed on his flesh and blood, he should
neither kill them not rub the wound: though these animals destroy
the body, he should not stit from his position.” The second and
“more exalted method” is to lie on the bare ground and, without
any comfort or food, «strive after c:fllrnncss”, being unattached both
internally and externally. While this method permits movement if
absolutely essential, the third method, or that which conforms to
“the highest law”, is to lie down flat and “not to stir from one’s
place while checking a// mottons of the body”. By this means the
holy man will gradually, inevitably, and mindlessly—except in so
far as to reflect that patience 18 tbe highest good—permit his
physical dissolution. Such an end, in other words, must not be
contrived; it must be the incidental consequence of having drained
the mind of all forms of volition. The will, utterly deflated, sinks,
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dragging the body down with it. Thus the soul passes serenely into
Nirvana.

The reference in the above rules to the avoidance of causing
death to living creatures introduces another important tenet of Jain
belief. The Jain was obliged to take five vows. The first of these
vows was that of Ahimsa. No living creature, except the first person
singular, was ever to be deprived of life. To fulfil this vow cflec-
tively it was necessary to consider not occasionally but perpetually
the five ways in which it might be broken: namely in thought,
word, deed, eating, and drinking. In other words, nothing must be
thought, no intention formulated, that might lead to an act involving
the death of living beings. Nothing must likewise be said leading
to the same result. Nothing, such as thoughtless walking or care-
lessly laying down the begging bowl, must be done directly to
destroy living creatures. This means also that no Jain can engage in
agricultural pursuits. Finally, before eating or drinking vegetarian
food—for no other was permissible—the Jain must cxamine it
carefully to see that he does not destroy life in the pggcess.! This
strict general prohibition became also a feature of Buddhism. The
other four rules of conduct laid down for the Jains were the pro-
hibition of lying, of taking that which is not a gift (this applied in
particular to the ground upon which he sat begging), of all sensual
pleasures, particularly those of sex, and of all forms of attachment,
even if it be the attachment of the ear to beautiful sounds or the
eye to a lovely sight.

Literal fulfilment of such rules would clearly restrict the number
of the faithful below the limit necessary to maintain a sect intact.
No faith has survived in its original purity, for survival inevitably
means compromise and adaptation. The great schism in the ranks
of the Jains occurred in the 1st century a.p., when a dispute arose
concerning the nccessity or propriety of going about naked.
Those who insisted upon the latter principle were thence on called
Digambaras or “sky-clad”. Those who chose to wear clothes were
called S b.wez‘awbara: or “white-robed”. Further schismatic movements
latfer c.hwded thf_:s'e sects into numerous others. Nevertheless, the major
pnnClPleS of ] ainism, having been stated and on more than one occasion
hved. to their loglc.al conclusion, will probably continue to haunt the
imagination of a minority of mankind for whom the great world relig-
ions lez}ve too much room for the practice of the extremes of askesis.
There is a spiritual athleticism which requires restriction rather than
freedom for its exercise. Nor, as we know, has the figure of the emaci-
ated ngkpd fakir, periodically threatening starvation and defying the
authorities to stop him, ceased to fascinate and to disturb modern India.

! The Jains were some of the first to set up veterinary hospitals.



CHAPTER V
THE BUDDHA

The Birth Story-

WITI—IIN a few years of Mahavira there was born at the foot
of the Himalayas, on the frontiers of Oudh and Nepal, a
man whose life and personality have left a more lasting impression
on the oricntal world than any other. Gotama Buddha was one of
those great innovators of thought whose career has become so
encompassed with legend and poetry that he appears, at a remove
of more than two thousand years, to be more than mortal. At the
same time, this superhuman figure seems not merely to have
preached but to have possessed to a degree without precedent the
qualities which, no doubt with a certain irony, we call human:
gentleness, kindness, tolerance, humility. Like most other apostles
of the divine connection, his birth has been made the subject of
elaborate and, to our minds, unnecessarily complicated legend.
And like all the Nebisim, his mission was the result of a supposedly
divine revelation. Like them all, except Christ, he was regarded by
his disciples as merely one among a number of other saviours of
mankind, or Buddhas. Finally, and in this respect resembling only
Mahavira, he preached a faith in which there is nominally no place
for a God. It is as difficult to account for the appearance on earth
of a man such as Gotama Buddha as it is to imagine what would
have filled the historical void if, instead of forsaking the world,
he had assumed the high office for which his inheritance had
prepared him.

Like Mahavira, Gotama Buddha was a man of high birth. He,
too, was a member of the Kshatriya caste. But he was more than that.
His father, Suddhodana, was a king, the ruler of Kapilavastu, a
town a hundred miles north of Benares, and member of a tribe
renowned for its independence and spirit, the Shakya. From the
particular clan to which he belonged, the Gotama, his son
Siddhartha was later known. The exact date of Gotama’s birth is
the subject of dispute. Most scholars now believe it to have been
563 B.C. As to the manner of his birth, this was the subject of the
most extraordinary legends.

In writing the life of Buddha it is impossible, even if it were
desirable, to omit these legendary accretions. While we may find it
difficult to imagine a devout Buddhist of reasonable education
literally believing the account of Buddha’s conception as given in

175
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the first of the Jataka Books, we should be foolish to ignore even the
most preposterous of the various “Birth Stories”. In the first place
it is extremely interesting to observe, in stories primarily intended
for the common people (like the Egyptian legends), what kind of
fact or fancy was thought most likely to stimulatc popular wonder
and awe. And in the second place it is important to realize that
such stories, which characterize every world faith, were intended
to be accepted in 2 mood not so much of credulity as of suspended
belief and disbelief. To say that these legends amount simply to
poetry is not therefore to suggest that they are false; they are no
more false than the hyperbolic utterances of a lover to his mistress.
In a situation of this kind, both sides are in a conspiracy to regard
such utterances as a means of expressing that which would other-
wise remain unsaid or unsayable. We exaggerate the intellectual
level of mankind, just as we no doubt overrate the capacity of
intellect, if we suppose that belief can be sustained purely upon the
basis of fact. In inviting the common man to belicve in the super-
natural, the leaders of a faith must accustom him to ideas in which
the laws of nature are liable to frequent suspension. If art and
poetry are the religion of the natural, religion is the poetry of the
supernatural.

About seven hundred years after the birth of the Buddha, the
various legends concerning his conception and birth were first
written down. In the introduction to the Jataka Books we learn
that history is divided into three great cycles separated from one
anothet by varying stretches of time. The renewal of 2 cycle of time
is heralded-by an event which can best be translated by the word
disturbarice or, literally, “uproar”. The first of these disturbances,
which took place after the world had been in existence for a hundred
thousand years, entailed the complete destruction by fire of the
earth “as far up as the Brahma heavens”. The third and final distur-
bance would be the establishment on earth of a universal monarchy.
Between these great historical disturbances, and occurring about
a thousand years after the cataclysm precipitated by the first, the
cgntral fz}ct of history took place: namely the birth of an omnis-
ctent saviour or Buddha (“Blessed” or “Enlightened One”), whose
task was the salvation of the world, ’

When the time came for the guardian angels of the world to
proclaim “The Buddha uproar”, we are told that the “gods of all
ten thousand worlds came together in one place”, and, having
ascertained who was to be the Buddha, publicly acclaimed him as
such. After announcing the circumstances in which he proposed
to be born, and apprising the gods of his successor, Maitreya, the
Buddha thereupon died and was conceived on earth in the womb
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of Queen Maha-Maya, the eldest of Suddhodana’s two consorts.
The chronicle then enters into the following details: “At that time
the midsummer festival had been proclaimed in the city of Kapila-
vastu, and the multitude were enjoying the feast. And Queen
Maha-Maya, abstaining from strong drink, and brilliant with gar-
lands and perfumes, took part in the festivities for six days previous
to the day of full-moon. And when it came to be the day of full-
moon, she rose early, bathed in perfumed water, and dispensed
four hundred thousand pieces of money in great largesse. And
decked in full gala attire, she ate of the choicest food, after which
she took the ecight vows, and entered her elegantly furnished
chamber of state. And lying down on the royal couch, she fell
asleep and dreamed the following dream: The four guardian angels
came and lifted her up, together with her couch, and took her
away to the Himalaya mountains. There, in the Manosila table-
land . . . they laid her under a p{Odigio‘qs sal-tree, seven leagues in
height, and took up their positions respectfully at one side. . . .
Not far off was Silver Hill, and on it a golden mansion. There they
spread a divine couch with its head towards the east, and laid her
down upon it. Now the future Buddha had become a superb white
elephant, and was wandering about at no great distance, on Gold
Hill. Descending thence, he ascended Silver Hill, and approaching
from the north, he plucked a white lotus with his silvery trunk, and
trumpeting loudly, went into the golden mansion. And three times
he walked round his mother’s couch, with his right side towards

it, and striking her on her right side, he seemed to enter her womb.
Thus the conception took place in the midsummer festival.”

According to the story, the queen did not awake until the next
day, when she at once recounted _her dream to the king. He was"
naturally concerned to discover its significance. Accordingly he
summoned in council sixty-four of the most learned Brahmanas
(Brahmans) in his kingdom, and having both entertained them to a
sumptuous feast and made them costly presents, he recounted the
queen’s dream and asked for an explanation of it. After due delibera-
tion, the Brahmanas came tOo a unanimous conclusion. “Be not
anxious, great king,” they said: “a child has planted itself in the
womb of your queen, and it is a male child and not a female. You
will have a son. And he, if he continue to live the household life,
will become a universal monarch; but if he leave the household
life and retire from the world, he will become a Buddha, and roll
back the clouds of sin and folly of this world.”

Directly the earthly conception of the Buddha became known
in heaven, an immense commotion took place. Thirty-two manifes-
tations and prognostics were enumerated. The ten thousand wotlds

M
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were suffused with a radiance never before scen. Cripples and
invalids were suddenly healed. In all the hells of the universe the

fires were extinguished. Horses neighed and clephants trumpeted
“.\\\. DR RTINS SN S i Ve ‘t\\\z \:‘:&\' \A:\\mﬁ\ta\ AN NNS ™ ANGWL x\\\\,
intervention of an executant, played celestial tunes. The ocean
turned sweet. Lotuses grew in the air. And so on. Although the
apeen was forty-five years old, the pcl'iod of gcstatjon }){!SSCd in the
most satisfactory manner. Not only did she feel unusually well, but
she remained perpetually aware of the presence of the future
Buddha' in her womb, “like a white thread passed through a trans-
parent jewel”. When the birth was nearly due, she experienced a
strong desire that the child should be born in the home of her
family in the city of Devadada. The king, who was anxious to
grant her every wish, ordered that a special highway should be
constructed for her to pass along. Borne on a magnificent palanquin
and accomganied by a thousand courtiers, she reachcd in due
course a point in the road which was called Lumbini Grove, just
outside the city gates. The sight of so beautiful a sccne—for"‘the
grove was one mass of flowers from the ground to the topmost
branches”—captivated her. She expressed a desire to halt there.
V(/landcr{ng through the sylvan lovcliness, she approached a great
:g ;::381{1 the middle of the grove. As she reached out her hand
aroriss 1tt1,Tl one of the branches inclined towards her, and, to her
. » the moment she touched it the birth-pangs started. Thus
. gzm}f :}bout that, still holding the branch of the sal-tree, she
> jcw%l l;h;);th the young Buddha “flashing pure and spotless, like
o e W\Zg ll;lp?n a vesture of Bcpares cloth”; for as he emerged
received b up’ono;r g&%els, a;mv;lr_llg opportuncly from heaven,
sky performed the ofﬁg fnhne', while two jets of water from the
P Bes ome ! ce of the ritual bath. This scene has frequently
been epicted in Buddhist art, As to the queen herself, she died
o scziv?::ihbday of her son’s life, since “thc womb that has
s c}i)ccupie}::{ ao’l:?nlllddcllm 1s-hke the shrine of a temple and can
up tI’Y his aunt. Maya.p :;aps;gtim . The boy was therefore brought
facintglse;:tl:josrlt;ii tha(ti: upon entering the world the young Buddha,
before hin “likeeze the entire universe as if it were spread out
he turned his gaye d egﬁke)at oplen court”. Like the young Zoroaster
the object apparent Frate y and solemnly in every direction with
could equal hI}m Ny of ascertaining whether anyone in the world
ward and procla{ g lrlival bel_ng found, he‘ took seven strides for—
This infact “c me : nqself, ina noble voice, the lord of creation.
laueh which out of victory” may be compared with the loud
gh which was uttered by Zoroaster at his birth. The scripture
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informs us at this point that simultaneously with the birth of the
Buddha there came into existence the famous Bodhi or Bo-tree,
which was to play so important a part in Gotama’s career.

The Fonr Signs

The Buddha’s birth, like his conception, was hailed by both
gods and men as an event without parallel in history. A heavenly
chorus resembling that which greeted the birth of Jesus sang the
praiscs of the young child. Buddhist tradition likewisc records an
cvent very similar to that of the visit to Bethlchem of the Three
Wise Men. A saintly man called Kaladevala, well known to King
Suddhodana, was accustomed after his daily meal to engage in a
period of rapt meditation. On the day of the Buddha’s birth he
noticed that the gods with whom he was holding communion
were in a state of unusual excitement. Upon his enquiring the
reason, he was told that their merry-making was due to the fact
that “a son had been born to King Suddhodana, who shall sit
at the foot of the Bo-tree and become a Buddha and cause the
wheel of doctrine to roll”. On receiving this information,
Kaladevala, who was the Simeon of Buddhism, hurried to the royal
palace and asked to see the baby. Delighted to comply with this
request, the king ordered that the young prince should be dressed
in his best clothes and brought in. It seemed appropriate that the
baby should be made to do_reverence to so holy a man, but this
was not to be. No sooner was the Buddha carried up to Kaladevala
than he planted his feet firmly among the matted locks of the
venerable ascetic, thus showing that there was no one on earth
before whom he was prepared to do obeisance. Kaladevala at once
realized that he was in the presence of a divine creature, and noticin
certain sacred marks on the child’s body, such as that of the “wheel
of the Law” on his foot, the old man made haste to genuflect. The
king was astounded. Never had he observed such a reversal of the
rules of etiquette as that a saint should pay homage to a new-born

child. But his eyes now being opened, he made haste to follow
Kaladevala’s example.

The king thereupon called to mind the prophecy of the
Brahmanas whom he had consulted about the queen’s dream. How
would it be revealed, he asked Kaladevala, whether the boy was to
become a universal monarch or a Buddha? In reply, Kaladevala
declared that the child’s future destiny would be determined by
fou.r signs. If the boy were to see in due order a decrepit old man,
a diseased man, a dead man, and finally 2 monk, then he assuredly
would become a Buddha. The king reflected. He was privately
resolved that his son, instead of retiring from the world, should
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were suffused with a radiance never before scen. Cripples and
invalids were suddenly healed. In all the hells of the universe the
fires were extinguished. Horses ncighed and clephants trumpeted
“in 2 manner sweet to the ear’”’. Musical instruments, without the
intervention of an executant, played celestial tunes. The ocean
turned sweet. Lotuses grew in the air. And so on. Although the
queen was forty-five years old, the period of gestation passed in the
most satisfactory manner. Not only did she feel unusually well, but
she remained perpetually aware of the presence of the future
Buddha in her womb, “like a white thread passcd through a trans-
parent jewel”. When the birth was nearly duc, she cxperienced a
strong desire that the child should be born in the home of her
family in the city of Devadada. The king, who was anxious to
grant her every wish, ordered that a special highway should be
constructed for her to pass along. Borne on a magnificent palanquin
and accompanied by a thousand courtiers, she reached in due
course a point in the road which was called Lumbini Grove, just
outside the city gates. The sight of so beautiful a sccne—for ““the
grove was one mass of flowers from the ground to the topmost
branches”—captivated her. She expressed a desire to halt there.
Wandering through the sylvan lovcliness, she approached a great
sal-tree in the middle of the grove. As she rcached out her hand
towaz:ds it, one of the branches inclined towards her, and, to her
surprise, the moment she touched it the birth-pangs started. Thus
it came about that, still holding the branch of the sal-tree, she
brought forth the young Buddha “flashing pure and spotless, like
a jewel thrown upon a vesture of Benates cloth”; for as he emerged
from the womb, four angels, arriving opportunely from heaven,
received him upon a golden net, while two jets of water from the
sky performed the office of the ritual bath. This scene has frequently
been depicted in Buddhist art. As to the queen herself, she died
on the seventh day of her son’s life, since “the womb that has
been occupied by a Buddha is like the shrine of a temple and can
never b.e occupied or used again”. The boy was therefore brought
up by his aunt, Maya-Prajapati.

It is reported that upon entering the world the young Buddha,
facing cast, surveyed the entire universe as if it were spread out
before th"‘hke a great open court”. Like the young Zoroaster
he turqed his gaze deliberately and solemnly in every direction with
the object apparently of ascertaining whether anyone in the world
could equal him. No tival being found, he took seven strides for-
Walfd and proclaimed himself, in 2 noble voice, the lord of creation.
This infant “shout of victory” may be compared with the loud
laugh which was uttered by Zoroaster at his birth. The scripture
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informs us at this point that simultaneously with the birth of the
Buddha there came into existence the famous Bodhi or Bo-tree,
which was to play so important a part in Gotama’s career.

The Fonr Signs

The Buddha’s birth, like his conception, was hailed by both
gods and men as an event without parallel in history. A heavenly
chorus resembling that which greeted the birth of Jesus sang the
praiscs of the young child. Buddhist tradition likewise records an
cvent very similar to that of the visit to Bethlehem of the Three
Wise Men. A saintly man called Kaladevala, well known to King
Suddhodana, was accustomed after his daily meal to engage in a
period of rapt meditation. On the day of the Buddha’s birth he
noticed that the gods with whom he was holding communion
were in a statc of unusual excitement. Upon his enquiring the
reason, he was told that their merry-making was due to the fact
that “a son had been born to King Suddhodana, who shall sit
at the foot of the Bo-trec and become a Buddha and cause the
wheel of doctrine to roll”. On receiving this information,
Kaladevala, who was the Simeon of Buddhism, hurried to the royal
palace and asked to sec the baby. Delighted to comply with this
request, the king ordered that the young prince should be dressed
in his best clothes and brought in. It scemed appropriate that the
baby should be made to do reverence to so holy a man, but this
was not to be. No sooner was the Buddha carried up to Kaladevala
than he planted his feet firmly among the matted locks of the
venerable ascetic, thus showing that there was no one on earth
before whom he was prepared to do obeisance. Kaladevala at once
realized that he was in the presence of a divine creature, and noticing
certain sacred marks on the child’s body, such as that of the “wheel
of the Law” on his foot, the old man made haste to genuflect. The
king was astounded. Never had he observed such a reversal of the
rules of etiquette as that a saint should pay homage to a2 new-born
child. But his eyes now being opened, he made haste to follow
Kaladevala’s example.

The king thereupon called to mind the prophecy of the
Brahmanas whom he had consulted about the queen’s dream. How
would it be revealed, he asked Kaladevala, whether the boy was to
become a universal monarch or a Buddha? In reply, Kaladevala
declared that the child’s future destiny would be determined by
four signs. If the boy were to sce in due order a decrepit old man,
a diseased man, a dead man, and finally a monk, then he assuredly
would become a Buddha. The king reflected. He was privately
resolved that his son, instead of retiring from the world, should
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become the ruler of a great kingdom. This young prince, he felt,
was destined to rule the world. Accordingly, so as to ensure that he
should not be thwarted in his design, the king ordered that guards
should be posted in every direction with explicit instructions to
refuse admittance to any suspicious visitor, but especially to the
four types of men of whom Kaladevala had spoken.

For some years the prince lived a happy, heedless life at the
royal palace. The claborate precautions taken by his father appeared
to have been effective. There was nothing that the boy lacked, no
enjoyment of which his young life was deprived, no cloud of grief
to overshadow an existence that came ncar to being idyllic. Even
50, legend records that, while still a schoolboy, the prince, observing
labourers at work in the fields, was suddenly overcome by the sight
of human drudgery, and also of the destruction of insect life caused
by the disturbance of the soil. At the age of nineteen it was decided
that he should marry. The choice of a bride for such a prince was a
matter of great importance; but in conformity with his upbringing .
he was given an opportunity of exercising his own judgment. Out
of five thousand exquisitely beautiful young women he sclected
one who happened to be his cousin, the lovely princess Gopa.
Fearing lest a prince so accustomed to luxury might lack the virility .
expected of a satisfactory husband, Gopa’s father invited him to
undergo certain tests of strength and manliness, which he passed
’éVlthout difficulty. The match proved a very happy one. King

uddhodana breathed more freely. It seemed that by this new and

g'rm attachmegt, which was supplemented by a number of concu-

ines, the prince was assured a future of worldly power and
prosperity. The dreaded signs had not appeared. The auspices, such
as they were, pointed to a happier destiny. o

- rrir;:cd:gr Ztixe prince decided to go on an excursion through the
hoaense wa};ti est;te. Tkus was thF: moment for which thf: gods
ment ey g \x;gb or they had decided that the prince’s enlighten-
old man oy ;gm.dOne qf the gods, disguising himself as an
long wl"xich IEECC and shaking, stationed himself on the path
pass No. soon gfcllnce and Ch':luna, his chariotcer, were dqe. to
Eore thas0c" r did he catch sight of this grotesque and Pltlfql

§ 1.fn ¢ prince was shocked beyond measure. Never in his
‘}J’thng il ¢ had such an object come within his view. Chauna, tO
i On;l the visitation was also vouchsafed, thereupon explained to

m the nature of old age and decrepitude. For the first time the
prince experienced a feeling of intense revulsion at human life and
at birth in particular, to which such a horrible outcome must be

attributed. Abandoni 1 th
he hurried home. ng all thought of further pleasure that day,
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The king, who was surprised at this early return, enquired of
the prince’s charioteer what had happened. On learning that the
prince had met an old and decrepit man, he was filled with a mixture
of fear and rage: emotions that were further aggravated when he
learned to what depths of despondency the prince had been moved.
Orders were at once given that the guard round the palace should
be strengthened, and that everything should be done to prevent the
prince from indulging in morbid reflections. Unfortunately,
although the king watched over his son with great care and solici-
tude, the first ominous sign was followed in due course by the
other three. In short, the prince and his charioteer encountered
in succession a man riddled with disease, a corpse, and finally a
monk. On each occasion Chauna was obliged to explain to his
young master the nature and meaning of disease, death, and, most
significant of all, renunciation. Although familiar with the first
two, the charioteer knew nothing of the life of monks, for such a~
mode of existence was to derive its significance from the mission
of the future Buddha. Nevertheless, the gods, who had imper-.
sonated the four figures in question, put it into Chauna’s head to
acquaint the prince with the true meaning of retirement from the
world, and also to recommend it as th.e_l;‘fqof greatest merit.

Perplexed and almost in despair, the king could think of
nothing but how to continue to beguile the prince with amusements,
distractions, and other pleasures. He realized too late that such
artifices merely served to feed the young man’s disconteqt. The
Proximity of a world of pain, disease, and death had wholly alienated
his “thoughts from common enjoyments. His past and even his
present happiness had suddenly become meaningless. Gradually
the attraction of a different mode of life began to assert itself: a
life not of attachment to things and people but of detachment
and contemplation, in which the true meaning of existence might
become clear.

The Great Retirement

The crisis occurred soon after the birth of his first child. Devoted
as he was to his young wife, the news of the birth of their son
prompted him to bitter reflections. ““An impediment has been born,
a fetter has been born,” was his only comment on first hearing news
that filled the whole kingdom with joy. The king, who set great
store by all that his son said, pondered this remark. “Let my grand-
son be called Rahula (impediment),” he declared, in a2 mood half
of fun and half of apprehension. And the boy was so named. Never-
theless there were celebrations in the city, not merely to greet the
birth of the boy, but to hail his father as the most fortunate of
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mortals. Such frivolous jollity only made the prince’s heart more
heavy. The sight of a troupe of dancing girls, sprawling at rest
on the floor, filled him with sudden disgust. Weary of such
mercetricious allurements, he had fallen asleep during the perfor-
mance. Now he awoke with the fecling of one who is told that
his housc is on fire. He realized it was time to make what he called
“the great retirement”.

Of the prince’s silent leave-taking of his family, the Jataka
contains a record of moving simplicity. We can well understand
how this and other episodes in the lifc of Buddha have come to
assume a place as sacred and memorable in the mind of orthodox
Buddhists as the Gospel story in the mind of Christians. There is
nothing in Hindu scripture, except perhaps certain episodes in the
Bhagavad-Gita, to compare with it in respect of unaftectedness and
gracc of expression. Lven allowing for diflerences in intention, the
famous lcave-taking of Yajnavalkya and Maitreyi in the Upanishads
strikes the reader in contrast as absurdly intellectual and formal.
“Now the future Buddha, after he had sent Chauna on his errand
(to saddle his horse Kanthaka), thought to himself, ‘I will just take
one look at my son,” and, rising from the couch on which he was
sitting, he went to the suite of apartments occupied by the mother
of Rahula, and opened the door of her chamber. Within the chamber
was burning a lamp fed with sweet-smelling oil, and the mother of
Rahula lay slecping on a couch strewn deep with jasmine and
other flowers, her hand resting on the head of her son. When the
future Buddha reached the threshold, he paused and gazed at the
two from where he stood. ‘If I were to raise my wife’s hand from
off the child’s head, and take him up, she would awake. and thus
prevent my departure. I will first become a Buddha,’and then
come back and se€ my son.” So saying he descended from the
palace.” .

Mounting his great steed Kanthaka, and instructing Chauna to
hang on to its tall,, the prince left the city. In order to muffle the
noise of the horse’s progress and of the sound of its neighing, the
gods took special measures; “a¢ every step he took they placed the
palms of their hands under hjs feet””. On atriving at the gates of the
city a formidable obstacle presented itsclf. The gates, which had
been specially constructed to prevent the prince from leaving the
city unknown to his father, required a thousand men to move
them. The'sc_rlf{f,‘ﬁfal account informs us that the future Buddha,
being 12£<.>1\_’L‘.i§nt.mh)" endowed with “strength that was equal when
reckoned in elephant-power to ten thousand million elephants”,
could Wlth,out dl.m culty hflve cither opened the great leaves of the
doors, or lifted himself, his horse and his faithful chariotecr collec-
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tively over them. This feat proved unnecessary, for the god who
inhabited the gates, realizing that the future Buddha wished to
leave the city, opened the portals to let him pass. Scarcely had the
prince ventured into open country when he was assailed by a
formidable temptation. The Prince of Darkness, Mara,! assuming
visible shape, informed him that within seven days he was due to
become the great ruler of whom the Brahmanas had spoken.
Renouncing all intention to seek enlightenment in the farest, he
miist turn back and prepare to govern an empire. The prince scorned
such advice, declaring that he did not covet earthly sovereignty.
“I am about to cause the ten thousand worlds,” he said, “to thunder
with my becoming a Buddha.” Mara was not deterred. “I shall
catch you,” he threatcned, “the very first time You have a lustful,
malicious or unkind thought.” Accordingly, like a shadow, Mara
foowed the young prince on his wanderings, never despairing
of Winning him from the sacred mission to which he was dedicated.
Thus, at the outset of his carcer as the saviour of men, the Buddha,
like Zoroaster and Jesus, was assailed by forces of evil intent not
so much on destroying as on corrupting him. And in each case
the bait offered was that of temporal power. .

When the prince had reached the forest to which so many holy
men and ascetics had retired, he dismissed his faithful charioteer,
after presenting him with the now ugwantcd. ornaments and rich
clothes. A god, disguised as a hermit, provided the young man
with rags appropriate to a beggar. Chauna had also expressed a
wish to retire from the world, but his master insisted that such was
not his vocation. Then Gotama, professing ignorance of their way
of life, asked the forest sages to instruct him in the various methods
of acquiring wisdom and sanctity. He had alrcac!y heard vague
stoties of their rigorous discipline: how some l'lvcd on a few
grains of corn, others on grass, other.s still, like the gnakes,
apparently off air.? By submitting to various degrees of pam,_the
ascetics belicved themselves near to attaining -mora.l perfection:
“pain,” they declared, “is the root of merit””. This attitude tgwards
life and suffering, while impressing the futu‘re Buddha, failed to
satisfy him. He saw in such striving after merit a powerful impulse
of attachment, a covert hope of being reborn, a subtle clinging to
life; whereas since his first glimpse of th(; aged man, the cripple and
the corpse, he had nourished the conviction that b.irth itself was
evil, a thing to be brought to an end. Action bred life. And how-
ever near they came to snapping the last vital thread, these ascetics
were still men of action. The ascetic path, it seemed, was a road

1 The English night-mare is a derivative of this word.
? An ancient superstition.
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leading not to Nirrana but back again to the world of illusion and
rebirth. )

With courtcous expressions of appreciation on both sides,
Gotama quietly left the sage Arata and his community of ascetics
and embarked once more upon his wanderings. Meanwhile, when
Chauna arrived home with Kanthaka, the news of Gotama’s de-
parture for the great retirement spread rapidly among the courtiers.
Most inconsolable of all was the voung prince’s wife, who called
to mind the very different conduct of former seekers after truth.
“If,” she decclared, “he wishes to practisc a religious life after
abandoning me, his lawful wife, widowed—what is his religion,
who wishes to follow practices without his lawful wife to share
them with him? He has surely never heard of the monks of olden
times, his own ancestor, Mahasudarsa and the rest—how they
went with their wives into the forest—that he thus wishes to
follow a religious life without me. . . . Surely it must be that this
fond lover of religion, knowing that my mind was secretly quarrel-
ling even with my beloved, lightly and without fear has deserted
me thus angry, in the hope of obtaining heavenly nymphs in Indra’s
world.” Her thoughts then turned impulsively to the young baby
Rahula, and it seemed as if her lord had committed a double outrage
in thus degegting both mother and son.

On arriving at a place of great beauty called Uruvela, about
fifty 'mll.es south of Patna, the future Buddha decided to resume his
zelilcltmitrlloa?? "fo tglivest.his' mind of distracting thoughts, he rcsplvcd
of livﬁq o on"}szuljg??d{ly 1ncrcfgsmg rigour. He tried the .experlmc'lilt
diminishing his daily dict antil he oamtaoy i and ticc, steacy
flesh sagged and \Za éed untl.l e confined it to a single grain. His
truding bones. Tt ste }lntl it scarcc,:’ly stretched over his pro-
like %amel’ss.f ¢ mark of my seat,” he later confessed, “was
i, Shin b S e e e o, T b
through the litcle Loy Sjtxraldg tened, were like a row of spindles,
sparkling of the watz s ey I @ decp well, the decp low-lying
deep, low-lying s arlr lwan o ores the e sockets was seen thfl
as a bitter gogrdp . {te ({-?f my eyes through the 1'1ttlc food. Arlh
rain and soo ,Wau o rl'iyv, is cracked and withered througd
When T thou.c;rht L s 1r(rily skin withered through the little food.
took hold of my ¢ ould ;ouch the skin of my stomach, I actually
of having failed to practise self momibcaion b crould accuse By
these austerities to f racfitrllie' sclf-hmortlﬁcat{op in carnest, he pursne

"Living thus scarc%l allgirtes olzt o Su1c11dc. s
long as six years seekiny t e 2t aonce-level, Gotama spent *
in self.denisl B 1g to arrive at sanctity py way of qbsorptlon

enial. Finally it occurred to him that, despite his feats of
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mental concentration, he was following a course little better than
that of the ascetics for whom he had expressed such contempt. His
very absorption in the practice of self-denial was nothing but a form
of absorption in the self. Moreover, the fury of his efforts at mortifi-
cation, far from inducing a2 mood of composure, bred instability and
irritation. As long as he continued to toy with life, or to flirt with
death, by following the path of extreme asceticism, the goal he
sought eluded him. He must recover his balance. To do so, how-
ever, he must recover his strength. Mental calm must be sought
along a path midway between extreme self-denial and self-indulgence.
“True meditation,” he concluded, “is produced in him whose mind
is self-possessed and at rest.”” A young peasant gitl, Sujata, oppot-
tunely brought him milk and rice. By resuming a normal, if still
frugal, diet, he at length acquired the robustness of the prince to
whom nothing had been denied. But his change of attitude alienated
the five disciples who had gathered round him. '

Enlightenment

In abandoning the spectacular austerities of the hermits and
sages of his day, Gotama did not renounce his spiritual exercises.
With the return of bodily vigour, he embarked upon a further
course of meditation. On this occasion he realized that his search
must either bring him within sight of his objective, or end in
futility and disillusion. An unshakable decision must be made.
“Then he sat down,” records the Buddha-Charita (Book XII), “on
his hams in a posture immovably firm and with his limbs gathered
into a mass like a sleeping serpent’s hood, exclaiming, ‘I will not
rise from this position on the earth until I have obtained my utmost
aim.’ 2

The tree under which Gotama sat was the famous: Bodhi or Bo-
tree which had come to life at the moment of the ptince’s birth.
The word Bodhi means literally knowledge: the tree itself wasa fig-
tree to which the people gave the name of Pipal. This revered spot
is now called Bodh Gaya, situated in Bihar, where about 500 A.D.
an immense temple was built. Nearby stands a fig-tree, possibly a
descendant of the sacred Bo-tree itself, While sitting at this spot,
Gotama experienced the second and most violent of the series of
temptations by Mara. The god of evil and darkness had mobilized
all his friends throughout the universe. There came demons of every
conceivable shape, all of equal horror, whitling in the air, at once
threatening and cajoling: for after the assault of the demons, with
their volley of projectiles, came a host of aerial temptresses, hoping
by contrast to stir his sensuality. So vivid and yet hotrifying is the
description of this host from hell that we are made to realize its
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symbolic purposc: Gotama, on the point of making up his mind,
is assailed for the last time by the doubts and uncertainties, as well
as the pleasures and allurements, of human cxistence. It was the
last step, the mountaincer’s final heave to safety, when for a moment
all scems in danger of being lost. T'rue to his vow, Gotama rcfused
to be distracted. The compass of his will trembled, but was not
deflected. As his mind gathered itself for a supreme cffort of con-
centration, suddenly, at the first hint of dawn, “the shell of ignorance
was broken”, and he attained to perfect knowledge. He became
“the perfectly wise, the Bhagavat (Lord), the Arahat, the king of
the law, the Yathagata, he who has attained the knowledge of all
forms, the Lord of all Scicnce”. This insight followed close upon a
vision of all cternity in a single flash, with the entire chain of births
at cvery level of existence strung out before his eyes.

Gotama’s expericnce beneath the Bo-tree represents the authentic
—to somc millions of mankind the most authentic—moment of
illumination of the Nab/, the prophet of divine connection. To the
Western mind, the curious feature of this particular vision is that
it appears to illuminate a void: there is no God to hold, as it were,
the other end of the string.! It is truc that there is no God. On the
other hand there is such a thing as divinity, and by the Ia}v of
Karma there is divine punishment and retribution. This amazingly
complicated law is opecrated from a rcalm outside time and beyond
human scrutiny. Gotama did not invent it; he accepted it without
question as the most important fact of experience. Like all prophets,
Gotama’s mission was not s0 much to introduce a new law as to
reaffirm, to recall, to re-establish old communications.

Believing himself at last to have found the secret of man’s
dcliverance from illusion, Gotama forthwith became conscious of
his Buddhahood. Such consciousness did not entail the belief that
he was the first “Enlightencd One” to be born among men. There
had been former Buddhas or Jainas. There would be others, such
as Maitreya. Like Mahavira and Zoroaster, Gotama embarked upon
his mission in the belief that calightenment had becen conferred
upon him at a particular time for a particular purposc. To his
disciples and their successors may be traced the conviction that his
mission, though one among others, was unique.? Of the great
religious prophets, only Jesus seems deliberately to have excluded
a later incarnation of God, except in so far as he hinted at his OWn
return to supervisc the liquidation of history.

According to the scriptures, Gotama’s assumption of Buddha-

1 This point is discussed again in the Conclusion,
2 He is sometimes declared to be the ninth incarnation of Vishnu (by the Brahmans

who succeeded Buddhism).
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hood cast the evil powers of the universe into utter dejection. It
is said that Mara, feeling his power to be on the point of extinction,
snatched at a last expedient for frustrating the Buddha’s mission.
This was to persuade him to ascend at once to heaven. “O holy
one,” he accordingly addressed Gotama, “be pleased to enter
Nirvana, thy desires are accomplished.” By refusing this subtle
invitation Gotama became in the eyes of one school of BuddHhists
not merely a Buddha in the orthodox sense but a Bodhisattva, or
one who for the sake of saving the world abstains voluntarily from
entering Nirvana. “1 will first establish in perfect Wisdom,” he said,
“worlds as numerous as the sand, and then I Wlll.enter Nirvana.”
Thus the forces of evil were permanently held in check by the
Buddha, who deferred by cighty years his passage to extinction.

A few weeks after receiving Enlightenment, the Buddha kit
for the holy city of Benares, making several converts o thy jontoey |
While orthodox theology conceives of the Buddha as a VRN
and kingly figure, the man who was to chanee the outlook -
many millions went about in his liferime as a b“(nrar \19-' ot so
alms. I\/Iorcovc:r3 the assumption of Buddhal;oz)d Z?)Efcrrt\;ng on
Gotama no particular gift for influencing his fellow-men, sm-cugf.),?
of example and ecloquence. His missjon possessed nothing in
common with that of the magician or medicine-man. lnstead of
curing suflering, he merely preached the truth about it. The disciple,
having been enlightcned, nceded to achieve his own salvation.
Nor did enlightenment involve any particular exercise of the
intellect: none of the great prophets or Nebiiz have been meta-
physicians, except perhaps. Krishna (whose arguments in the
Bhagavad-Gita may have received later elaboration). “The assurance
of Nirvana,” said the Buddha on one occasi

of numbefs nor logic; it is not the mind that is to be assured but
the heart' (Lankavatara Sutra). The Buddha not merely despised
metaphysical speculation; he regarded it at best action s

. ] : as a distraction, an
unnecessary refinement, like acrobatics, and at worst as an obstacle

to th_e'_apprehcnsiqn of simple, if unpalatable, truths. The prophet
of divine connection does not neced mectaphysics to convey the
nature of divinity. Metaphysics is the product of a disputatious
discipleship.t

In the north of Benares is a Deer Park which, like Bodh Gaya,
remains 2 place of sacred associations for Buddhists. It was to this
quarter that the Buddha, having crossed the Ganges by a form of

! We do not agree with Bishop G T .
that Buddha’s “appeal was in the Eighc;?t: Xghcn he says in his Philosophy of the Good Life

C gree
or those Who were unversed in Shapes qs pccll?tellccturll, and such as the uneducated

Buddha eschewed abstract speculation, lation could not have understood”.
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levitation, directed his steps. Perhaps he knew that there he would
find the disciples whom he had recently alienated. When they saw
him approaching, they felt 2 common rescntment. “This is Gotama,”
they said one to another, “the ascetic who has abandoned his sclf-
control. He wanders about now, greedy, of impure soul, unstable,
and with his senses under no firm control, devoted to enquiries
regarding the frying-pan. We will not ask after his health, nor rise
to meet him, nor address him, nor offer him a weclcome, nor a
seat, nor bid him enter into our dwelling.” The Buddha perceived
their hostility but ignored it. The simplicity of his approach,
begging-bowl in hand, disarmed them. They found themselves
rising to their feet. “Know that I am Jaina,” he said quietly, “and
that 1 have come to give the first wheel of the law to you.” And
having received the five men into a ncw mendicant order, he pro-
ceeded to preach to them the first of his great sermons, that which
is entitled the “Discourse of sctting in motion the Wheel of the

Doctrine”, sometimes regarded as the Buddhist equivalent of the
Sermon on the Mount.

First teaching
The Wheel of the Doctrine or the Law was so-called because
it is concerned with the Wheel of human life and rebirth. Without
enlightenment, existence is nothing but a succession of futile lives
a treadmill of mortality, semsara. How, then, was cnlightenmcni
to be attained? The Buddha’s sermon opens with an exposition
of the two extremes to be avoided. The first and obvious extreme
is that of sensual pleasure. Nothing causes the Wheel to turn so
much as indulgence. For pleasure increases our dissatisfaction not
merely with everything else but with itself: faced with this void, we
need more of the same kind to fill it, so that we proceed to enéage
in a process akin to borrowing ourselves out of debt. The other
extreme to be avoided is that of excessive mortification. According
to t}}e Buddha, this extreme was no motre profitable than the first,
for it not metely results in the increase of agitation but leads
logically to extinction before any real merit has been- acquired.
Such was the ob}egtion that the Buddha, had he known it (and it is
possible that he did), would have preferred against the teaching of
Mahavira. The true object to be attained is that of calmness an
composure, the condition and usually the sign of wisdom. Following
the great sages of whom we have written, the Buddha defines the
means of inducing this frame of mind as the cultivation of an
attitude of “rightness”—a rightness which derives its exactitude by
being the product of a “middle path” between extremes. The
“noble eightfold path”, as it is called, consists of right views, right
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intent, right speech, right conduct, rig o .
endea"ougf, l'ight m’indgedness, rigﬁtrigf:ctﬁzgt)ns OthVethOC.], right
of this balanced attitude we shall attain ¢g ?h y the.culuVaUOQ
pervasive sufferiqg which is the inevitable result aig t;ssca ton O.f that
of ¢rarig. Craving, as the Buddha remarks \V'thc zmpamn_le{lt
insight, is that which causes “the renewal of bec (;mini”aractensuc

The Buddha’s analysis of craving has come to be imow ;
scripture as the Four Noble Truths. They form an acute o rnnrﬂnlarn
of pain, the product of craving. First comes the definition of wha}tr
is painful: birth, age, smkm_as.s, sorrow, dCSpair, ugliness and so og,
Secondly comes the definition of the cause of pain, which is
craving. Thirdly comes the definition of hoy pain is to be over-
come, whicl} is by non-attachment. Fourthly comes the definition
of the doctrine whereby non-attachment may be attained, which is
the Eightfold Path.

Beginning with the five ascetics or Bhikkus, whe became the first
genuine Buddhist monks, the Buddha Proceeded to make converts
by the hundred, by the thousand, and in due course by the million.
Accredited missionaties were sent throughout Oudh, Bihar, and
Bengal, but in effect every monk with his begging-bowl was a
missionary, a witness to enlightenment. “Go your rounds,” was
the Buddha’s daily order to his monks, “for the salvation of many,
for the happiness of many, with compassion for all, for the good
of gods and men.” Although the Bud@ha both preached and
practised the virtues of gentleness, hum.lhty, self-discipline, and
forbearance, it will not do to imagine him as lacking in energy,
fire, or even passion. Some of the Buddha’s recorded sermons are
instinct with the kind of gentleness and sweetness that we associate,
not always accurately, with St. Francis of Assisi. Others, particularly
the famous Fire Sermon or the “Sermon on the Lessons to-b'e
drawn from Burning”, oneof the greatest of'his utterances, exhibit
the kind of passion that we find in the major Hebrew prophets,
besides being conveyed in language that poets have not alwal)]rs
sustained at such a pitch of intensity. The Fire Sermon ought
not to be quoted in excerpts; it forms one long passage of I?E:l;:
descent expression. Never before, and in no other part o the
world except perhaps Babylon among the captive J?WS—L g
Buddha may have been a contemporary of the second Isaiah—ha
human nature been, as it were, branded with such eloquence:

“All things, O priests, are on fire. Forms are on fire. Eye-
consciousness is on fire. Impressions received by the cye are o
fire. And whatever sensation, pleasant or unpleasant or indif-
ferent, originates in dependence on impressions received by
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the fire, that also is on fire. And with what arc these on
fire?

With the fire of passion, say I, with the firc of hatred, with
the fire of infatuation. With birth, old age, death, sorrow,
lamentation, misery, grief, and despair are they on firc.

The ear is on fire. Sounds are on fire. . . . The nose is on
fire. Odours are on fire. . . . The tongue is on firc. Tastes are on
fire. . . . The body is on fire. Things tangible arc on firc. . . .
The mind is on fire. Ideas are on fire. . . . Mind consciousncss is
on fire. Impressions received by the mind arc on fire. And
whatever sensation, pleasant or unpleasant, or indifferent,
originates in dependence on impressions received by the mind,
that also is on fire. And with what are these on firc?

With the fire of passion, say I, with the firc of hatred, with
the fire of infatuation. With birth, old age, decath, sorrow,
lamentation, misery, grief, and despair arc they on fire.

Perceiving this, O priests, the learned and noble disciple
conceives an aversion for the eye, conceives an aversion for
forms, conceives an aversion for eye-consciousncss, conccives
an aversion for impressions received by the eye; and whatever
sensation, pleasant or unpleasant, or indifferent, originates in
dependence on impressions received by the eye, for that also
he conceives an aversion. . . . And in conceiving this aversion,
he becomes divested of passion, and by the absence of passion
he becomes free, and when he is free, he becomes aware that he
is free; and he knows that rebirth is exhausted, that he has lived
the holy life, that he has done what it behoved him to do, and
that he is no more for this world.” )

It may be wondered how a philosophy based almost wholly upon
aversion for everything human and natural should have become the
“view of life”” of hundreds of millions of persons. Would not the
logical conclusion of such repudiations of life be the self-starvation
of the Jaina? Evidently not. Having deliberately experimented with
such extreme asceticism, Buddha renounced it as a spiritual blind-
alley. The professional fakir zends to be an exhibitiogist. His rigoufs
are displayed for all the world to see. The attitude to desire preached
by the Buddha excludes such demonstrativeness. The struggle to
overcome desire and craving is an inward thing. And whereas in the
Buddha we find a rejection of the flesh, this rejection is not accom-
papled by the hysteria of much Western puritanism, which is simply
evidence of covert attraction. To express unbounded loathing for
the life of the senses is to add fuel to one of the “fires” which needs
most urgently to be quenched, namely the fire of hatred.
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It was not merely in the Fire Sermon that Buddha had recourse
to the metaphor of fire. The image occurs again and again in his
recorded sayings. We may recall that just before the Great Retire:
ment, when he was awakening from the sleep into which the
palace celebrations had plunged him, he experienced the feeling
of one whose house was on fire. In other words, practical measures
for salvation were, in his view, more important than enquiries into
the origin of life, cvil, god. Whenever the Buddha was asked
questions about God, his responses were evasive, cquivocal, and
sometimes frankly unsatisfactory.! On one occasion, for instance,
someone asked him, “Sir, is there a God?” To which he replied
not with a statement but with the further question, “Did I say
therc is a God?” The questioner, confounded, rejoined with,
“Then there is no God, Sir?”” To which the Buddha quickly replied,
“Did I say there is no God?” Such an evasive attitude, extraordinary
in a rcligious leader, is comprehensible only if we bear in mind a
remark that he was fond of making to his disciples, once more
introducing the familiar image, “When a house is on fire, do you
first go and trace the origin of the fire, or do you try to extinguish
it?>” “The Tathagata has no theories” sums up the mission of the-
Buddha very succinctly. He had only practice. In the great Buddhist
epic poem called the Dlanmapada, which some oriental scholars
place higher than the Bbagavad-Gita itself, occur the words, “How
is there laughter, how is there joy, as the world is always burning?”’

Homecoming

To trace the events of the Buddha’s life from the moment of
his Enlightenment, which occurred about the age of thirty-five, to
that of his death about forty-five years later, is rendered difficult
by reason of the variety of legends that has accumulated around
his name. Of the great events of his life to which we can attach
credence, his return to his home country and his family is perhaps
the most dramatic. Whatever intelligence of his acts and conduct
had reached the remote Himalayan Kingdom, the old king and the
still young wife were totally unprepared for the sight which finally
greeted them, though they had frequently sent messages to the
Buddha begging him to return. Modestly robed in yellow, like a
conventional ascetic, with shaven head and beardless face,? the
prince who had exchanged an earthly for a heavenly kingdom
entered the town of his birth in the manner his family least expected.
The Jaina whom no woman could touch was not to be greeted by

1 We shall sec that Confucius responded in the same way.

2 Cf. The Light of Asia (Edwin Arnold): “Three plain ycloths, yellow, of stitched
stuff, worn with shoulder bare, a girdle, almsbowl, strainer.”
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his own wife. And so the townsfolk werc amazed to sce the princess
standing aside as her husband moved towards the Royal Palace
from which he had departed with such stealth.

The Buddha’s visit was a time of great missionary activity. But
although Gotama had renounced all earthly tics, he was scruplous
in paying respect to his family. He even made a special journey to
the Lumbini Grove, where, to quote the Buddba-Charita, “he saw
the holy fig-tree and stood by it remembering his birth, with a
smile”. This was the only occasion, it would seem, on which the
subject of birth provoked in him something other than dejcction.
Having honoured the memory of his mother, he procecded to
receive into his Order a large number of his fellow-citizens, including
members of his family, the chief being his wife, son, and brother.
The brother, Nanda, was enticed into the Order by trickery, and
forcibly shaved. The account of this press-gang operation is perhaps
the only outright amusing episode in the scriptures of any faith.
Thus Gotama’s promise to return to his family was fulfilled, and
the indignation of his wife gave way to lasting devotion. The
Buddha never again returned home, though it is recorded that he
undertook a spiritual journey to receive his father’s dying breath,
and on one occasion he spent three months in heaven instructing
his mother in the Law.

Given his detestation of sex, the admission of women into his
}(l)rder cannot have been made without considerable reflection. When
Mg cecidd v permic women mus, begioing with bis
doing he ]\‘,VIZS . ducin %portel (:hal‘f{e Obseryed Wryly that. b i
religion wouléeexertginfi’ o easi 1 ‘e beriod during which his
mated this period at ﬁvclzJ C}I:CCd;l cf el Apparently he estr
flourished fcI:r four times ut; nc })gears: puddhism has alrcad_y
male fol] h as ‘ong. But although he watned his

owers to have as little as possible to do with women, he
[f)ersonally showed no reluctance to frequent their company. When,
b Tt s o Aol et i
deliberately re aigcd gh ecat d ﬁsa » Whither he had app arently
once proceedeIZl ” ‘,‘jnetgreete et with extreme politeness and at
religious discourse” \Xflrua’ arouse, Incite, and gladden her with
meal at her house .h 1en, further, §1le 1nvited him next day to a
silence th » ¢ accepted the invitation (by preserving the
. . that gave consent) and arrived in company with his brethren,
lncl.udmg his favourite Ananda.! who h iall n
against womenkind. On o o m he was specially to wa
Uity of proachin . I'llth_ls occasion he likewise took the oppot-
latter, like Mag 1\% atd elﬂgth }:O'lhls hostess, following which the

' Avanda y Magdalene, hailed him as a divine messenger to

Wwas also a member of the Shakya clan, and a cousin of the Buddha.
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humanity and made him a gift of land. It would seem that the
Buddha wished to demonstrate, by a show of indifference, that he
observed no disiinction among humankind, whether of sex or of
caste, the rightcous or the sinful. Nevertheless he took care to
enjoin his disciples, whosc weaknesses he realized, not to become
friends, companions, or intimates of sinners. Similarly, although he
expected his monks ““not to stop on their way to Nirvana”, he knew
as well as Zoroaster that the majority of mankind could be saved
only by degrees. In the account of the Buddha’s daily habits taken
from the commentary by Buddhaghosha! on Dighe-Nikaya, a
collection of long Buddhist discourses, we read that “when he
had finished his (morning) meal, the Blessed One, with due con-
sideration for the different dispositions of their minds, would so
teach them the doctrine that some would become established in
the refuges, some in the five precepts, some would become con-
verted, some would attain to the fruit of only one returning (to
earth), or of never returning, while some would become established
in the highest fruit, that of saintship, and would retire from the
world”. The truth is that in spite of the extreme rigour of his
doctrine the Buddha, like Jesus, possessed an unusual insight into
human frailty; and his compassion was equal to his understanding.

Approaching death

After the stay in Vesali, where his conduct was naturally
considered by some to be an outrage, Gotama, now in the forty-
fifth year of his Buddhahood, decided to spend the rainy season
in the village of Beluva. Meanwhile, he had dismissed the greater
number of his disciples. When the rains had set in, he suddenly fell
ill. He was racked with pain, and seemed to be on the point of
death. Throughout this ordeal, one thought obsessed him: he
could not permit himself to die without taking leave of the members
of his Order. He therefore decided to prolong his life for a brief
period.

Mustering his will for an effort almost as great as that which
had carried him, all those years ago, from humanity to Buddhahood,
he “bent the sickness down again”, and it temporarily retreated.
The account of his subsequent conversation with Ananda is exceed-
ingly moving. Ananda, who confessed that his own frame had
wasted as soon as he learnt of his master’s illness, rejoiced that
it was still possible to receive a final benediction and farewell
message. ‘“What does the Order expect?” replied the Blessed One.
“I have preached the truth without making any distinction between
exoteric and esoteric doctrine: for in respect of truths, Ananda, the

1 Lived sth century A.D.
‘ N
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Tathagata! has no such thing as the closed fist of a teacher, who
keeps some things back. . . . Now the Tathagata, Ananda, thinks
not that it is he who should lead the Brotherhood, or that the
Order is dependent upon him. Why then should he leave instruc-
tions in any matter concerning the Order? I too, O Ananda, am
now grown old and full of years, my journcy is drawing to its
close, I have reached the sum of my days, I am turning cighty years
of age; and just as the worn-out cask, Ananda, can be kept going
only with the help of thongs, so methinks the body of the Tathagata
can only be kept going by bandaging it up.” He then enjoined
Apanda to “remain strenuous, self-possessed and mindful, having
Oveii‘((‘-l?,mc both the hankering and the dejection common in the
world”,

Fora time the. Bl{ddha continued to lead his old mendicant life.
One morning he invited Ananda to spend the day with him at the
Chapola shrn}e. It was here that he received his last visit from
M?ra, the Evil One. Assuming a role superficially similar to that of
N{codemus, though‘ animated by purely cynical motives, Mara
hailed the approaching death of the Buddha as the final triumph
of Good over Evil. The Blessed One, realizing the irony of Mara’s
Invocation, answered him: «“Q Evil Onel make thyself happy, the
death of the Tathagata will take place before long. At the end of
three months from this time the Tathagata wil] pass away.” Having
uttered these words, he decided to renounce that ingrained will to
live upon which alone he had depended since the onset of his
illness. As 1:118 hold upon life relaxed, the elements suffered a series
of convulsions equal to that which had occurred at his con-
ception. There were thunderstorms, €arthquakes, and similat
portents.

The last episode traditionally relategl of the Buddha is that
concerning his visit to Chunda the smith, who incidentally and
unwittingly was responsible for the master’s death. It is a curious
story. The Buddha decided to stay for a2 While at Chunda’s mango
grove, where his host invited him to 2 meal of sweet rice, cakes,
and truffles. When the Blessed One was seated with his brethren,
he directed Chunda to serve the sweet rice and cakes to the others,
ar}d to reserve the truffles for himself alone. He went further. He
inpulatad that whatever truffles were left over should be burned.
“For I see no one,” he explained, “on earth nor in Mara’s realm, nor
in Brahma’s heaven, by whom, when he has eaten it, that food
can be properly assimilated save by a Tathagata”,

Within a short time of leaving Chunda’s mango grove, the

! The title Tathagata literally means

(13 4
g0t 1o apahony he who ncither comes from anywhere nor

L4
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already declining Buddha was once more taken ill, this time with
an acute form of dysentery. He behaved as if this sudden malady
was something for which he had been waiting. In his sufferings,
however, he did not fail to take account of the feelings of his late
host. Realizing that Chunda would be filled with horror and self-
reproach at having been the indirect cause of the Blessed One’s
distress, he spccially instructed Ananda to comfort and reassure
him. To have provided the food whereby the Buddha should “pass
away by that utter passing away 1n whlc}} nothing whatever remains
behind” amounted, he explained, to a kind of merit. Undertaken in
good faith and as 2 token of respect, Chunda’s act would earn for
its perpetrator a remission of Karma, beginning with an extension
of his life-span on earth and a substantial increase in fortune. So
important an instrument of providence would be watched over
by providence until the end of time. Thus was Chunda both
comforted and rewarded.

At a spot called the Sala Grove of the Mallas, by the River
Hiranyavati, the Buddha, now \xra§ted with illness, decided to
prepare for his last moments. It is said that the beautiful Sala trees,
perceiving the recumbent body of the Blessed One, rained down
their blossoms, while heavenly music was wafted earthwards, “out
of reverence for the successor of the Buddhas of old”. Perceiving
this tribute on the patt of nature, the Buddha turned to Ananda and
said: “It is not thus, Ananda, that the Tathagata is rightly honoured.
__ But the brother and sister who continually fulfils all the greater
and the lesser duties—it is he who rightly honouts the Tathagata
with the worthiest homage.” He then proceeded to specify the
places of pilgrimage, four in number, at which the pilgrims and
disciples should be encouraged to assemble after death had deprived
them of a living master. These were to be the place of Buddha’s
birth, the place at which he had attained to the vision of reality
whereby his Buddhahood was confirmed, the place where he began
to establish his heavenly Kingdom, and the spot at which he was
at that moment lying down to die. These places have been held
sacred until this day.

It was chiefly to his faithful friend and disciple Ananda, the
St. John of Buddhism, that the Master confided his last thoughts,
which have been recorded at length. If the Enlightened One did
not bequeath any message longer than that which we have quoted,
he left a series of miscellaneous instructions. It was on this occasion,
for example, that he issued the warning to Ananda against women
to which we have referred:

“HO\y are we to conduct ourselves, Lotd, with regard to
womenkind ?”’
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“As not seeing them, Ananda.”

“But if we should see them, what are we to do?”

“No talking, Ananda.”

“But if they should speak to us, Lord, what arc we to
do?”

“Keep wide awake, Ananda.”?

In addition to this stern admonition, the Buddha gave ccrtain
instructions about the future administration of the Order from
which we may observe the beginnings of incquality and privilege:
features originally absent from the Buddhist Order, which repre-
sented not merely a form of opposition to the Brahman caste but
a tacit protest against caste in general. Whereas during the Buddha’s
lifetime it had been the custom for the brethren to addsress one
another as “Avus” or “Friend”, the Master cxpressed a wish that
such familiarity should thenceforth be abandoned, and that the
elder brethren, while continuing to address their juniors in the
old manner or by name, must themsclves be greeted with the
word “Sit” or even ‘““Venerable Sit”. On the other hand, the
Buddha, who regarded his doctrine as likely to remain valid only
until the arrival of another Buddha, in the true Jaina fashion,
expressed a wish not to hamper his later disciples with rules and
precepts likely to become out of date. Finally, he rcaffirmed his
faith in his disciples, whom he declared one and all—even the most
backward—to have reached that stage of enlightenment at which
rebirth into suffering was no longer necessary.

When he realized that his master was actually about to die,
Ananda besought him to prolong his earthly existence for a while
longer, and even, since it lay within his power, for as much as an
eon. The Buddha reproached him almost sternly for expressing that
which was contrary to the design of providence, and Ananda was
finally persuaded to acquiesce in his master’s bodily depatture.
“Have I not formerly declared to you,” reasoned the Buddha,
“that it is the very nature of all things, near and dear unto us, that
we must divide ourselves from them, leave them, scver ourselves
from them? How, then, Ananda, can this be possible—whereas
anything, whatever' born, brought into being and organizcd,
contains within itself the inherent necessity of dissolution—how
then can this be possible that such a being should not be dissolved?”
So saying, he ordered Ananda to assemble all the brethren, to
whom he delivered a brief address, his last important public
utterance, in which he recapitulated the basic tenets of his
doctrine, ending with words that have become famous: “All

11t is interesting to note that in Buddhist mythology the goddess of love or desite,
Rati, is represented as the daughter of Mara himself.
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component things must grow old. Work out your salvation with
diligence.”™®

Having finally severed communication with mankind, the
Buddha sank into a condition of mystical possession, passing
successively through the four states of Jhasas which culminate with
the attainment of unitive vision. By entering these states, the soul
gradually shed, as it were, its superficial forms of consciousness, and
attained to the condition of “right rapture”, the final stage of the
famous Eightfold Path, the simultaneous possession of everything
and of nothing, Nirvana. Thus the Bodhisattva, having excluded
himself from heaven to save mankind from the tyranny of egoism
and desire, signified the end of his mission by returning to the
realm of Brabman. The final “life” which his Karma had reserved
for him had taken its course.

In conformity with instructions given to Ananda, and as a token
of the respect in which the people held him, the Buddha received
a funeral worthy of the highest nobleman or ruler. His ashes (for
his body was cremated) were divided among the members of his
family and certain powerful men who had approved of his mission.
An urn discovered at the end of the last century, and inscribed to
the effect that it contained “the remains of the exalted Buddha of
the Shakya clan”, is considered to be that which was deposited by
his family under a monument still standing.

The doctrine of Karma

At one time it was the fashion to cast doubt upon the existence
of such great religious leaders as Zoroaster, Buddha, and Christ. No
doubt history would be less perplexing if we could -accept this
view. But all the evidence suggests that such people really existed;
and what is difficult to explain is not their historical authenticity
but how their teaching, opposed as it is to certain fundamental
instincts of mankind, should have obtained its prolonged hold
upon the human mind.

The understanding of Gotama Buddha’s thought is made diffi-
cult for the Western mind in two ways. Some of it is very nearly
outside our comprehension, while that which is within the grasp
of our intellects can still be misconceived. Whereas the Buddha
distrusted “metaphysics” as much as did Socrates, and discouraged
futile speculation about the origin of the world, he held very definite
views about cosmology, or the way in which life in the universe
manifested itself. This Buddhist theory of the cosmos differed
little in essentials from that which has been entertained in India

1 Cf. the words pronounced by the doctc;r- svehiatrist in T. S. Eliot’s play The
Cocktail Party, Act 11. psychiatr play
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from the earliest times: that is a point to which wc have alrcady
drawn attention. Not once did the Buddha, or iqdccd any chcr
known Jaina, refer to the origin or author of this extraordinary
theory of conduct, one of the most comprehensive that has ever beerl;
formulated. He merely accepted it as a fact not to be disputed.

There would seem to be no reason why reincarnation or trans-
migration should not commend itself as a belief to the West;m
mind. Among the unproved and unprovable thcorics of 'morahty,
it is not merely the most ingenious but the most logical. The
“practical” Western man, with his strong sense of rewards and
deserts, might have taken the idea to his heart more cnthusxa§t1cally
than the oriental, with his strong sense of fatality (a very different
notion).2 Why, except in very isolated cases,® has he never done
so? The suggestion of the present writer is that the idea was never
preached to him. In other words, it seems recasonable to believe
that the doctrine of the transmigration of souls was conccived and
preached in the Orient by a Jaina earlier than any of which we have
record, perhaps earlier even than the “gods” themselves, for -thc
latt’er, as the Buddha was careful to insist, were just as much subject
to its law as men and animals.4 Now a doctrine may derive a large
part of its stimulus, and achieve much of its effect, from the fact
that' 1t runs directly counter to the temperamcntal instincts of the
audience. The idea of fatality, which represents the furthest remove
froma just and logical view of the universe, needs to be corrected by
an opposite notion. The Jaina or Ngbi gives the people what it
lacks. IjIence; the Bastern faith which has achieved least success in
the Orient is Christianity, with its indifference to the theory of
transmigration. And its prodigious success in the West may be due

to its emphasis upon aspects of conduct which needed, and still

need, _perpetual reaffirmation for a civilization ever prone to
materialist excess.

If, in consenting to be born into the world, the Buddha was

voluntarily defe:fring his personal salvation, this does not imply
that he was a perfect” man who, like Jesus Christ, abandoned

heaven for the purpose of tedeeming humanity. The Buddha had
personally endured all the processes of transmigration. This had

! And not to be argued about ither, i i “anthinkables”
(Kammavipato in Dol cither. Buddha listed it among four “unthinka

2 At times tlf? oriental fatalism overshadows the ethical aspect of Karma: cf. the
Vishnu Purana: “Birth, education, conduct, character, virtue or connection avails not
a man in this life. The effects of one’s Karma and penance, done in a prior existence,
fructify, like a tree at the Opposite time, in the next.” True: but the exertions in the
“next” existence must presumably also fructify in their turn, or the burden of Karma
would never be reduced. T e

8 The idea appears, somewhat vaguely, in Plato.
4 Shankara held a similar view. See p. 224.
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taken some time. What made the Buddha “enlightened” above all
previous prophets was that he could remember all the phases of
life through which he had passed. All that the unenlightened
mortal knew was that his present existence, whatever its nature,
was the result of his own contrivance in the sum of his previous
existences; but his conduct then and there might either redress a
balance seriously upset, or else still further disturb it. However
brief, a lifetime of effort or sloth might effect changes of the most
remarkable kind. A good man might so successfully “work off” his
Karma as to render further incarnation on earth unnecessary,! while
a thoroughly bad man might be lucky to be allowed to remain
within the confines of the natural world at all, but then only as some
vile insect or reptile. For the wheel of existence might be eluded
either by ascending to one of several different heavens, or by being
consigned to one of the 136 hells of which later Buddhist theology
speaks. Absolute good and a})solute evil, both equally rare, would be
rewarded by absolute salvation or damnation.

Tt is conventional to maintain that Buddhism is animated by an
intense and ineradicable disgust for life. Certain statemenits of the
Buddha, particularly in the Fire Sermon, might easily lend support.
to this view. As an aid to meditation, the Buddhist monks are
instructed to keep before their minds such images as a skeleton, or
a corpse in process of decomposition: attachment to bodily pleasures
will thereby be reduced and finally repudiated. Nevertheless, the
specific duties laid down for monks and mendicants were not
necessarily obligatory for ordinary laymen. Certain Christian
mystics, St. Catharine of Siepa, for instance, were accustomed to-
engage in forms of “self-discipline” of which the bare description
may induce nausea; for a very effective way of “divesting oneself
of the love of created beings” (to quote the phrase of St. John of
the Cross) is to concentrate upon those aspects which reveal life at
its most unaesthetic and humiliating pitch. Yet Christianity has
always prided itself upon its freedom from the scabrous.and the'
motbid. Likewise, the most attractive side of Buddhism is perhaps
its attitude to natural beauty. If the human body was revolting,
nature as a whole was beautiful. Consequently the first Buddhist
monasteries were built in places of idyllic loveliness—*“not too far
nor too near the town, remote from the tumult and the multitude,
places of repose and favourable to solitary meditation”. In such
communities the brethren dwelt “in perfect joy, without enemies
in an otherwise unfriendly world”. “Gaiety is our nourishment,”
they declared.

To study Buddhism at all deeply is to become aware that what

IThis was the avowed aim of the Yogi. See Chapter VI.
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it repudiates is not “the body” (as is the casc, for example, with
Christian puritanism) but zudiridrality, of which the body is an
obvious symbol. Hence the attraction to be “alone with nature”
was also that of being, in Shelley’s phrase, “at onc with nature”.
No longer was the individual lost and unattached. “In the verdant
forest,” says the monk, “in an airy cave among thc mountains,
I wish to bathe my body, and T wish to walk alone in the vast and
lovely woods. When in the sky the storm clouds clash their symbols,
when torrents of rain fill the highways of the air, and the monk,
in a mountain crevice, abandons himself to mecditation, there is no
greater joy. On the flower-covered river-bank he sits in ecstatic
meditation: surely there is no greater joy than that.”

Joy and ecstasy, far from being banished from the life of both
monks and laymen, are regarded as the sign of an excellent spiritual
disposition. Such a prevailing mood induced an attitudc of gentle-
ness towards all creatures. The Buddha’s attack upon ritualism was
the result of this attitude. Charity was superior to ritual sacrifice.
“There is 2 form of sacrifice easier than that of milk, oil, and honey:
it is charity. Instead of sacrificing animals, let them go free! Let
them seek grass, water and fresh breezes.” No wonder that the
Buddhists were among the first to establish hospitals for animals.
As the Dhammapada says, “If a man for a hundred years sacrifices
month by month with 2 thousand, and if he but for one moment
pay homage to 2 man whose soul is grounded in true knowledge,
better is that homage than a sacrifice for a hundred years.” Hence
the double paradox of the teaching of Gotama. Life was both
beautiful and ugly. Maq must endeavour to root out of himself the
desire for continued existence; but he might venerate to the-point
of sentimentality the life of natural things. He must endeavour to
secure the cessation of birth; but at the same time he must connive
at the continuance of rebirth until the Karma of humanity shall
have been worked out. Life, however' burdensome, must go on
until it is purged of sin and egoism. The disposition of the monk
must be 2 kind of stoic benevolence. According to the Master, if a
monk is injured by his enemies, he should say to himself, “They
are good, they are good, for at least they do not strike me.” If he s
then struck, he should say to himself, “They ate good, they are
good, for at least they are not killing me.” If, finally, they set about
killing him, he should say, “They are good, they are good, because
all they are doing is to deliver me from this transitory life without
imperilling my salvation.” -

-~ Certain scholars have described the assumption that life is
inherently evil as a later corruption of the Buddha’s teaching.!

1 Cf. M. Hiriyanna: The Essentials of Indian Philosophy, p. 75.
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Save for certain of the images employed, the teaching of the Buddha
does not suggest a nature morbidly obsessed with the fouller aspects
of physical existence. Whatever the Buddha’s personal temperament,
he was as far removed from the hysterical and the neurotic as
Mahavira may, from what we gather, have been the reverse. More-
over, a philosophy cannot be dismissed as wholly negative and
despairing which offers, even though fleetingly and at a stupendous
price, some modicum of hope: and the Buddha offered Arabatship
here and now to those prepared to quench the fire of desire and
passion in their hearts. '

The two < Vebicles” : Ashoka

With the growth of a Buddhist gysfe, and with the development
of a church from a group of monks which was never intended to
form a priesthood, the gentle and wise notions of the Buddha
became hardened into precepts, until in due course the simple doc-
trine developed a rift which, far from the land in which the Buddha
first preached, has persisted until this day. This rift was between
so-called Hinayana Buddhism and Mahayana Buddhism, or the
<1 ittle Vehicle” and the ‘fGreat_ Vehicle”, terms which do not in
themselves prove very enlightening. Which of these two forms of
Buddhism comes nearest to that preached by the Enlightened One
is difficult to say at such great distance in time; but they differ
from cach other as profoundly as both differ from a further
variation known as Zen Buddhism, which flourished chiefly
in Japan. The history of these various schools is very instruct-
ive, but, like all histories of denominational strife, it can be
depressing.

Buddhism had no Judas; but in the disciple Subhadda it had
its doubting Thomas. On receiving news of the Blessed One’s death,
he is supposed to have remarked, “Now we shall be able to do
whatever we like; and what we do not like, that we shall not have
to do.” This is a good summary of what happened. Even before
the schism of the Little and Great Vehicle effected a broad geo-
graphical division of Buddhism, no less than eighteen different
sects appeared. The process of disintegration, inevitable to some
extent in every faith, might have ended in utter chaos but for the
conversion to the Buddhist faith of one of the most remarkable
rulers in ancient history, Ashokavardhana or Ashoka. It seems
that no religion can survive without its imperial champion; Ashoka,
who began to rule the whole of India (except the very south) in
273 B.C., was to Buddha what Constantine was to Christianity.
Unless our conjectures are wholly mistaken, Ashoka represents one
of the few rulers in history for whom absolute power did not spell
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absolute corruption. Beginning as a monarch of conventional
ruthlessness, he seems to have undergonc in middle age an
experience of revulsion from the life of alternate pageantry and
slaughter which, for purposes of prestige, he was obliged to follow.
Some say that this was due to the heroism of a Buddhist monk
whom he had cast into his prison-inferno; others that it followed
the news of one of his more sanguinary victorics, that over the
Kalinga, in which several hundred thousand persons were killed,
maimed, or rendered homeless. All we know is that he suddenly
decided to become a Buddhist lay-brother or #pasaka, and that the
rest of his life (he may later have become a monk) was devoted to
governing his people according to Buddhist principles.

How far Ashoka was successful in turning Buddhism into a state
religion, we cannot tell: he certainly went to great lengths to
inculcate his people with moral teaching. Our modern cfforts in
political propaganda neither match those employed by Ashoka nor
are likely to survive for so long. At carefully selected points through-
out his kingdom he set up huge stone pillars upon which were
carved, usually in the dialect of the region, the essentials of the
Buddhist ethic. Similar inscriptions were cut upon numerous rock
faces. Both the rock inscriptions and a number of the pillars may
still be seen. As might be expected, these writings deal not so much
with abstract theological matters (curiously enough they do not once
refer to the Buddha by name) as with civic or social morality. In a
society, threatend with the danger of being split into irreconcilable
sects, they make an earnest appeal for religious toleration. The
Rock Edict No. 12, for instance, contains the interesting passage:
“A man must not do reverence to his own sect, or disparage that
of another, without reason. Depreciation should be for specific
reasons only, because the sects of other people all deserve reverence
for some reason or another. By thus acting a man exalts his own
sect, and at the same time does service to the sects of other people-
By acting contrariwise a man hurts his own sect, and does dis-
service to the sects of other people. . . . Concord is metitorious.”
That is the statement of a man who, while understanding the
violence of religious passions too well to engage in persecution,
yet realizes the heavy responsibilities of permitting religious
freedom.

A slightly sententious edict such as the above might suggest
that Ashoka, though tolerant of religion, lacked a personal faith.
The presumption is probably false. Like Ikhnaton, Ashoka seems
to have been a pious and sincere convert. As an administrator, he
was a great deal more capable than the idealistic worshipper of
Aton. He established monastries by the thousand, and started
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veterinary hospitals. He held a gigantic Buddhist Congress and
reformed the Church. And having thoroughly evangelized his own
country from end to end, he embarked upon the organization of
foreign missions. Ashoka’s monks travelled over almost the entire
known world, ranging as far as Greece in the west and, shortly
after his death, carrying the gospel of enlightenment to Tibet,
China, and Japan, where it later took permanent root.

The public inscriptions of Ashoka were not merely intended as
exhortations to virtue; they often consisted of reports upon the
results so far achieved. Even allowing for official exaggeration,
these results seem to have been remarkable. Not merely had the
officials acted with forbearance, but the people had shown qualities
of virtue not to be left unacknowledged. Rock Edict No. 5 must
have been cut at a moment of singular calm and prosperity: “Now
by reason of the practice of piety by his sacred and gracious Majesty
the King, the reverberation of the war-drums has become the
reverberation of the Law. . . . As for many years before has not
happened, now . . . there is increased abstention from the sacrificial
slaughter of living creatures, abstention from the killing of animal
beings, seemly behaviour to relatives, seemly behaviour to
Brahmans, hearkening to father and mother, hearkening to elders.”
In short, there was something approaching public order and
decency.

The final years of Ashoka’s reign (which lasted forty years) are
as obscure and confused as those of Ikhnaton. Failure and back-
sliding there must have been at all times, and possibly Ashoka
insisted too much upon outward conformity, thus confusing
“seemly behaviour” with inner moral rectitude. Moreover, the
maintenance of public virtue at a level considerably higher than
that prevailing in any ordinary socicty must have required a great
deal of exasperating inspection and vigilance; and whatever the
humbler part of the community might have been prepared to
endure, there were powerful influences working against the king’s
regulated virtue. Chief of these influences was that of the Brahmans,
who, like the priests of Amon, awaited an opportunity to reassert
their power, and incidentally to resume such forbidden customs
as the sacrificing of animals. In the end, Ashoka was appatently
deposed and succeeded by his grandson, though it may be that he
withdrew from public life and, like the Emperor Chatles V, devoted
his last years to religious practices.

The apotheosis of The Buddha

Even though his system was abandoned, .the Buddhist re-
ligion, somewhat modified, continued to win adhereats at a rate
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unparalleled and no doubt on a scale greater than its originator
anticipated. For just as there are two “legendary” Buddhas, the
young and brilliant prince and the humble apostle of gentleness and
forbearance, so there were two conflicting Buddhist ideals, that of
converting the whole world to Arabatship, and that of founding a
gospel sufficiently durable, not to say flexible, to serve humanity
until the arrival of the next Buddha. That Gotama scems to have
regarded the caste system as a permanent feature of socicty, even
though he may personally have flouted its conventions, is suggested
by the fact that this next Buddha was to be of the Brahman class.
To this point we shall return. In course of time the division between
Mahayaria Buddhism and Hinayana Buddhism assumed a territorial
character. Hinayana, a creed which sought to preserve the simplicity
of the Buddha’s teaching, flourished for some time in the south of
India, including Ceylon, whereas the Mahayana, a more sophisticated
creed, took hold in the north, spreading thence across China, Tibet,
and Mongolia to Japan.! As the simpler faith, Hinayana reveréd the
Buddha as a great and even divine teacher; and thc monastic
communities continued to be organized on the lines indicated by
the Master. Thus even today, in Ceylon, the monastcrics probably
preserve better than anywhere else the characteristics of the original
Buddhist communities.? The Mahayana creed or creeds, on the
other hand, exalted the Buddha to such a degrec that he came at
length to be regarded as a God: with the result that the atheist
prophet was in due course tesponsible for an elaborate system_of
theology and metaphysics. Ata grand ecclesiastical council convened
by the great Kushan ruler Kanishka (¢. A.D. 120), who ruled an
Immense Indian and Asiatic Empire from his capital at Kabul, the
doctrine of Mahayana was established with minute claboration and
1Scriptural wealth. Among the achievements of the delegates was
the composition of three hundred thousand Sutras or theological
€ssays, beanng upon almost every conceivable problem with which
the fglthfu] were likely to be confronted. Buddhism now formed
the faith of a powerful established Church.

Was the “Great Vehicle” constructed merely as a useful engine
of government? There will always be historians for whom the
a’eqelgpmwgt or modification of a faith represents a departure from
original innocence and truth, engineered as a rule for political
purposes, ot caused by the periodical disposition of human nature
to flag and seek repose in dogma. A more profound scrutiny,
however, while admitting degeneracy, will also recognize a certain
advance, and sees nothing inherently absurd in the two processes

! The division is rough. Mahayana took hold likewise in Korea and also Hawaii.
% Cf. the article on Buddhism by de la Vallée Poussin in The Legacy of India (1938)-
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occurring simultaneously. Coupled with the growth of ritualism,
relic-worship, and an immensely complicated theology, went a
more liberal and rcfined moral outlook. Instead of propagating the
doctrine that none but the saint or Arabat could be saved, Mahayana
Buddhism opcned the way of salvation to all mankind. Further-
more, it conceived this way of salvation in a much les.s a]?ﬁs,ggg_sg_and
negative manner than had hitherto been entertained. Nirvana
ccased to mean (if it ever did mean) absolute extinction, and became
an abode of blessedness and peace beyond the reach of the trang-
migratory process. This development, thougl_l accompanied by
much superstitious or Zantric (magical) ceremorpal, bears a remark-
able resemblance to that which took place in Egypt after the
revolution of Ikhnaton and simultaneously with the compilation of
Tle Book of the Dead. Perhaps the most interf:sting development of
Mahayana, however, is the doctrine of Bodhisattvas: that is to say,
Buddhas who abstain from entry into Nirrana in order to work
for the promotion of universal deliverance. The veneration of these
futurec Buddhas tends sometimes to obscure the revered name of
the “historical” Buddha. Instead of concentrating upon the attain-
ment of Nirvana, the faithful tended to aspire towards one of two
conditions: either that of rebirth during the lifetime of one of the
Bodhisattvas, or, more ambitious still, that of Buddhahood itself,
As to the best means of achieving the latter end, tllinQg{ms
disagreed violently. Meanwhile it was natural that the devotee
should seek to invoke the aid of saints, gods, and all the
Buddhas who had ever existed; and hence thfi simple notiong
of Gotama were in due time swamped by an inrush of dogma
and myth. Osiris and the fravashis cannot long remain in the
background.

The diffusion of Buddbism A o

One of the most extraordinary phenomena in lustory is the
fact that several of the world’s great religions—and there are usually
agreed to be eleven of them—have flourished least readily in the
place of their origin. This is particularly true of the Buddhist
faith. Today, the number of professing Buddhists in India is
negligible.r Why did so powerful a teligion fail to take permanent
root in the land that originally embraced it with such ardour? The
answer lies in a fact often ignored or underestimated. Buddhism
did not drive out the religion that preceded it. By its vety looseness
and tolerance, the Hindu faith survived and finally enveloped the
younget and mote exacting doctrine. For in so far as Buddhism

accumulated superstitions and developed an intelligible if abstruse
1 About three million. |
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theology, so it approximated to the condition of a popular faith
such as Hinduism, in spite of its intellectual appanage, had always
remained: until finally the Buddha himself came to be included
among the gods of the Hindu pantheon. Secondly, owing to the
Buddha’s distrust of sacrifice, ritual, and ceremony, the Sangha or
Buddhist brotherhood undertook few, if any, of the dutics naturally
_incumbent upon priests: notably the performance of ceremonies
connected with birth, marriage, and death, and the fulfilment of
numerous other religious and civic functions. These offices con-
tinued to be performed as a matter of course by the Brahmans.
Without this caste of respected if sometimes corrupt persons,
social life in Hindustan would have lost its continuity. Although
the Buddha had tacitly opposed the Brahmans, he seems not
merely to have acquiesced in their priestly status, but assumed
it to be a permanent feature of social life. The Buddha re-
mained indifferent rather than hostile to the caste structure of
society.

Although Brahmanism exerted so powerful an influence upon
Indian society, the Sangha enjoyed a period of immense prestige.
Indeed, there came a time when its attraction exerted such influence
upon the young men of the Magadha (north-east India) that society
seemed likely to perish from an excess of celibacy. Another debilita-
ting factor was the strict pacifism of the Buddhist doctrine: for
while a display of force may not necessarily destroy non-violent
beliefs, it can often exert an influence upon where they shall be
preached. Thus the expulsion of Buddhism from India was brought
about by the arrival of a people inspired by a faith of miljtant
fervour, the Moslems. And Islam has retained a firm foothold in
B ‘In‘&fﬁb'this day. Even so, it has succeeded no better than Buddhjsm

in ousting that extraordinary conglomeration of exalted meta-
physical beliefs, myths, superstitions, and apparent obscenities, which
make up the historical Hindu faith.

A history of Buddhism from its extinction in India until the
present day may strike the Western reader as a prolix and bewildering
process in which the pure faith of the Buddha almost ceases to be
recognizable. Certainly the Buddhism of Asia, including Japan, is
a faith that exhibits a great deal of interna] variation. Surveying
the history of Christianity in the West, an Eastern scholar would
no doubt experience a similar impression of violent conflict, glaring
disparity of profession and practice, and rank superstition. The
purest Buddhism is perhaps that to be found in Burma, the least
pute in Japan; but the test of a faith is finally in the lives of
individuals. The literature of Zen Buddhism contains some pieces
of great beauty and spiritual insight:
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Let others speak ill of me, I acquire the chance of gaining merit,

For they are really my good friends;

When I cherish, being vituperated, neither enmity nor favouritism,

There grows within me the power of love and humility which is born
of the unborn.

(From Yoka Daishi’s Song of Enlightenment.)

Perhaps the most interesting form of later Buddhism, however,
is that which began .to flourish in Tibet from the 7th century
A.p. The conqueror Strong-tsan Gampo (629-50), having become
master of this country of difficult access, set up his capital at Lhasa
and, with rare wisdom, began to Buddhize his people with the
help of missionaries specially summoned from India, such as the
saintly Padma Sambhava. The faith quickly took root.1 Two powerful
authorities, the Dalai Lama (“The all-embracing priest”) and the
Tashi Lama, wielded theocratic rule over the country. Even today
the successor of the first is considered to be the incarnation of a.
Bodhisattva, while the second is believed to be the avatar of a
Buddha. The Lama theology is expounded in a voluminous series
of scriptures. The faithful are believed to acquire merit by the
strict performance of ritual, including the use of the prayer-wheel
and the so-called “trees of the law”, long beflagged poles. In spite
of this zantric aspect, however, the Lama wisdom contains teachin
that calls to mind the wisdom of China or the Book of Proverbs.

A foolish man proclaimeth his qualifications,

A wise man keepeth them secret within himself.
A straw floateth on the surface of water,

But a precious gem placed upon it sinketh.

or more loftily:

The path is one for all, )

The means to reach the goal must vary with the pilgrims.

Thou shalt not let thy senses make a playground of thy mind,

Hast thou attuned thy being to humanity’s great pain, O candidate
for light?

For know, that the Eternal knows no change.

As we write, the country remarkable for having preserved.
intact its social and religious hierarchy over a period of thirteen
centuries lies open to foreign influence and to an alien doctrine,
with consequences that we in the West are unable for the- present
to foresee.

1 It may have begun to penctrate Tibet much earlier.



CHAPTER VI

THE HINDU SYSTLEMS

Kapila
IN expounding the thought of India, even in the simple manner
here adopted, we run the risk of both misrepresentation and
omission, or worst of all, dilution. The monotonous abstractions
of the Upanishads are with difficulty imagined as having moved
men and women—whole multitudes of them—to decvotional
ecstasy, still less to the extremes of asceticism. But we know that
they did. A bare account of the life of Mahavira, with its succession
Ol macerations, does little to convey the fire and passion of the
man, his frightful yet inspiring presence. Even the story of
Shakyamuni,l the Buddha, embellished as it has been with legend
and parable and augmented by accounts of his five hundred and
fi ty previous existénces, fails to come alive unless we picture 2 man
of infinite pity and gentleness, a wanderer, a lover of cave.and
favine as well as of bathing-Ghat and the shaded grove, a solitary
and yet a good companion, a preacher of uncompromising sternness
and yet a mian of wit and even humour. To understand Hinduism
as a living faith we need to read the great epics such as the
abbarata and the Ramayana. To enter into the spirit of the
Buddhist gospel we must go to the Dbammapada.

. When we approach the Hindu “systems” proper, the task of
Infusing life and spirit into abstract philosophical statements be-
comes one of extreme difficulty. These systems are among the most
Complex thought-structures that have been invented. In Europe
We have become unaccustomed to philosophical systems. To us,
Philosophy tends to be an abstruse game, a debate about definitions,
Words set to chase words. The faith or system of belief we live by
—and we must live by something—is almost totally unrelated to the
contents of philosophical text-books. The eatliest philosophers
appreciated the need of system; a philosophy that failed to embrace
€Xpetience as a whole was a philosophy that had failed to complete
Its work. Obsessed with trifles, we may well arrive at a state of mift
In which the notion of the unity of experience has been completdy
abandoned: a sensation experienced by anyone who listens to
Papers read before certain select philosophical assemblies. )
What was the oldest of Indian philosophical systems? It 1s
Probably that which was known as Sankhya, of which the author

1 One of the Buddha’s many titles, derived from the name of his clan.
208
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was Kapila, a sage who may have lived as early as the Gth
century B.C.

It is no small merit for a man to sit down and endeavour to
expound the whole meaning of life to his contemporaries and for
posterity: and if, as we suspect, Kapila’s work consisted largely
in the codification of previous ideas, he does not for that reason
become less remarkable a thinker. The principle from which Kapila
starts is one with which our study of the Upanishads has made us
tolerably familiar. Experience itself is not merely evil, but always
painful. The aim of existence, therefore, is not “fullness of life> or
the “enrichment of experience”, as almost all Western philosophers
(save Schopenhauer) implicitly believe, but the voiding of the mind
of its entire contents, followed automatically by the collapse and
dismemberment of the mind-structure itself. Experience is codified,
labelled, and measured as a necessary prelude to its dismantling,

Kapila’s analysis of experience is extremely thorough. He finds
reason to sort reality into twenty-five categories. Hence one of the
possible meanings of Sankhya, namely the “science of numbers”’,
He begins rather like Spinoza by positing the existence of a genera]
Substance called Prakriti. From this basic substance are derived
three “realities”, or agents of reality, called gwnas. The first achieve-
ment of these gunas (which act somewhat like catalysts in chemical
reaction) is to create the intellect or, since the appropriate word
is Buddbi, the enlightening power or perceptive faculty. The next
stage in this process, which is an evolutionary one, consists jn tf‘le
articulation, again by means of the seminal gunas, of the faculty of
perception into the five senses. These senses proceed to create th
physical organ with which they are associated: sight created the e ,ee
hearing the ear, sexual desire the generative organs. This m} ’
well secem a reversal of the proper order of things, thou:}}:
Schopenhauer consciously and some of our modern evolutionjst
have followed Kapila. Finally, the gunas, operating upon the rS s
material of Prakriti, produce the constituents of the so-calla Z
“external world”: ether, water, earth, fire, etc. These are tl?l
result of what is called “secondary evolution”. ¢

Set over against this basic substance Prakriti, but not inte
vening in its individual activities, is its complete opposite: g i;;
or Purusha. Whereas Prakriti is passive (though not static), p,,,.f_r/]l
being spirit, is activating, though not exactly dynamic. Whatevg’
is active in the world is spirit (““The spirit of God movad upon thg
face of the waters”): a2 “man of spirit” is a man who does thines
What Purusha does is to exercise a “lure” (to employ the term of the
modern English philosopher Whitehead) over Prakriti, so that the
creative gunas are set in motion. As the Sankhya commentator of the

o
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2nd century A.D., Ishvara Krishna, remarked, *‘Purusha’s purpose
is the sole cause of Prakriti’s evolution.” In other words, Purusha
is the sun which, directing its rays upon the rich humus of Prakriti,
stimulates life and growth. Under the influence of this distant but
vivifying power the “things” in the universe camec into being: a
nisus or urge impels them to do so. Such a process might at first
sight be thought to resemble that occasioned by Aristotle’s Unmover
Mover: but Purusha, in operating upon Prakriti} is in fact working
out its own purpose. “The organ of sight comes into existence
because it is necessary if Purusha is to see.”2

At first glance this account of the origin of life and mind may
seem absurdly fanciful. Taken at its face value, what does it amount
to but idle juggling with abstractions? Admuttedly, philosophies
have been criticized for slighter faults: but when a system of
thought has surv.iv.ed for twenty or so centurics, we cannot lightly
dismiss it. Errors in practical everyday life may be brushed aside;
in philosophy they must be accounted for. Error in philosophy is
another word for opportunity; for every form of belief, however
removed in spirit from that to which we are accustomed, represents
a challenge. The Sankhya system, at least in its general outline,
bears a resemblance to certain modern philosophies of “emergent
evolution”, such as those expounded by A. N. Whitchead and’
S. Alexander: so much so that it is best described in terms employed
by these thinkers. Whereas the philosophy of emergent evolution
is usually shot through with optimism, however, the Sankhya
system is a structure erected over a pit of nihilistic acedia. For
instead of the evolution of matter and life being regarded as some-
thing good and wonderful, it is regarded by Kapila as the result
of a gigantic cosmic error,
~ To expound the nature of this error, this evolutionary mistake,
is by no means €asy.3 The argument borders upon the abstruse—a
realm upon which no philosopher ever ventured who returned of
SOl{nd mind. Instead of parading the sort of abstract argumient
which some Indian philosophers enjoy, we should bear in mind
certain basic principles common to all Vedic or Vedantic philosophy.
One of these principles is the evil of individuality. Individuality
is an obstacle to enlightenment. Now the work of the gunas is
precisely to individualize, or egotize: therefore one of the commonest
illusions from which mankind suffers is to identify the work of the
gunas with the goal of Purusha. Tt is like mistaking physical growth
—obviously not a bad thing in itself—with the true and complete

1 Jt is not, however_, an “agent” in the crude s
3 Hiriyanna: Essentials of Indian Philosophy (194‘;31s; o,
® Even Indian philosophers admit this. Sec p. %, p. 116.
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end of man, which is presumably a spiritual fruition: or perhaps to
do something even more common, to confuse the beauty of an
experience of physical (say sexual) origin with certain higher
experiences, of which the former can at best provide an intimation.
In short, the beginning of wisdom is to escape from individuality,
because to do so is to escape from illusion. “Liberation obtained
through knowledge of the twenty-five realities (categories),”
Kapila is reputed to have declared, “teaches the one only know-
ledge, that neither I am, nor anything is mine, nor do I exist.”
Such liberation involves an immediate perception of the funda-
mental difference between Prakriti and Purusha, When we have
attained to the highest experiences of which the mind is capable
we find mere physical enjoyments paltry by comparison. Unlike
certain forms of Buddhism, the Sankhya system does not necessarily
condemn bodily pleasures as evil. The tendency of Hinduism,
especially in its later development, is to assert the contrary: hence
the preponderance of ritual and conduct which, as Gandhi once
remarked, became ‘“‘obscene” only when the Western conquerors
arrived to pronounce it so. Possibly the Orient was wiser to
permit the open parade of such tendencies within the sphere of
religious ritual than their covert parade through the dream-world,
“as in our Western consciousness. The worship of Shiva, with its
undisguised emphasis upon the generative organs of both sexes,
the /inga and youi, does not strike the Hindu, however young and
innocent, as obscene: “obscenity”” might rather be attributed to the
tendency found almost universally in the Occident, namely to
associate sexual operation with other purely automatic activities.

Patanjali and Yoga

The system of Kapila has been described by a great orientalist,
Professor Gatbe, as exhibiting for the first time “the complete
independence and freedom of the human mind, its full confidence
in its own powers”. We now pass from an elaborate philosophical
system to something to which we should perhaps give the name of
a philosophical technique. For everyone who has heard of the
Sankhya system there ate a hundred—perhaps a thousand—who
have heatd of the system of Yoga. Of all the products of oriental
thought, Yoga‘ has perhaps exerted the greatest fascination over
the Western mind. To account for this fascination is not difficult.
The “mysterious East”—or what Disraeli, in the person of Sidonia
in Tancred, called “the great Asian mystery”—seems to find its
embodiment in the Yogi. Even allowing for differences of appeat-
ance and practice, such holy men represent the farthest remove
from what to Western eyes is a useful or decent member of sociéty.
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In the first place the Yogi does no work: that is to say, his intense
exertions are devoted to nothing of apparent social utility. In the
second place, he possesses, or claims to posscss, powers beyond
normal human attainment: a fact calculated to rouse immediate
interest in a2 European and even morc perhaps in an American.
Dissatisfied with traditional religion and finding no cxhilaration in
the absence of faith (which was at one time supposed to be the
condition most to be envied), many a lonely Western man or woman
has sought in some oriental discipline the way to spiritual repose.

The principles of Yoga are deceptively simple. Their practice,
particularly by anyone with a living to carn, is extremely diflicult and
Inconvenient. Just as the appreciation of cducation is itself the con-
sequence of education,! so “the only way to find Yoga is through
Yoga”. In his little book .4 Confession, Tolstoy records how, once
the unsatisfactoriness of his unregenerate life became clear to him,
he beheyed himself capable forthwith of embarking upon a career
of the highest sanctity. Experience did not bear out this confidence.
.Sm‘ula.rly3 the student of a new faith feels as if the bare assent to
its principles, the mere cxpression of approval, will ensure his
being at once admitted to its most profound secrets. What we
find in reality is something rather less edifying. There is an initial
enthusiasm), son}etimcs overwhelming and a‘lways infectious. In
the absence of immediate and visible results, thc novelty wears
off. Finally, what was initiated with enthusiasm is abandoned with
‘scarcely a regret. The seeker after faith may then turn, with the least
show of embarrassment, to one of the many other systems of belief
for which his suffrage is invited: until it will become clear to others,
though rarely to himself, that what he desires is not so much to live
steadily and earnestly by a faith as to enjoy the intoxication of
surrendering to one faith after another, as to so many spiritual
mistresses. o

Detailed descriptions of Yoga exercises or an account of the
habits of fakirs—a word used chiefly by Moslems to denote a man
dedicated to poverty—may excite curiosity, but it will not necessarily
promote understanding. If a half-naked or wholly naked Hindu
squats glown on the'ground and directs hig gaze at the tip of his nose
or at his navcl'; or 1f.he petsists in holding his arm in the air until,
deprived of c1rculat10g1, it begins to wither and atrophy; or if,
prefqrrmg not to remain seated, he adopts a mode of progress that
consists of rolling himself in the ditection of some shrine or holy
place; or if, the bqtter to demonstrate his indifference to material
wants, he starves himself to within an ace of death or neatly buries

himself alive—or actually does so—we tend to dismiss these acts
1 Lecky.
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as mere wanton aberrations, the product of ascetic high spirits.
Such a judgment is superficial. The practice of Yoga is not for
everybody, but nor is the exetcise of supreme command in the
army, or that of premiership or the pursuit of scientific research.
Yet just as every society must have a few men prepared to work
longer and harder than their fellows, otherwise certain urgent and
necessary tasks would never be accomplished, so every religion
must have its extremists—its prophets, saints, and martyrs—without
whom certain urgent spiritual tasks would remain unfulfilled. The
Yogi is simply a man who takes the Hindu philosophy to its logical
conclusion. That such a man should be called an extremist, as well
he may be, serves to show with what half measures most people
practise their professed religion.

What are the origins of Yoga? Undoubtedly they are of great
antiquity. It is tempting, especially in the absence of definite proof,
to compate these gymnosophists, these athletes of the soul, with
the extraordinary figures in primitive society called sbeman. The
shaman is usually a recluse to whom strange powers are attributcg’l.
His withdrawal from society is both voluntary and lifelong. His
“social function” is not necessatily to prophesy or even to dispense
advice: only modern societies requite a” man that he shall give,
rather than simply be, something. The shaman, so far as we can
judge, is permitted to engage in meditation because the community
believes such activities to be useful in themselves. In northern
Nigeria, for instance, 2 member of the Abuan tribe, questioned by
an anthropologist about the social function of a figure called the
Ak-Abuan, replied that such a man existed “to be holy on our
behalf, keeping all the laws that ordinary men have no time to
remember because of their regular work”, If the Indian Yogi is
not identical with the primitive shaman in all respects, he at least
fulfils certain of the religious functions of that figure.

The practice of Yoga meditation was unquestionably familiar
to the men who composed the Vedas. To the author of the
Uparishads it is a recognized technique for arriving at knowledge
of Brahman, while in the Gita Krishna prescribes its rules to the
bewildered and distressed Arjuna. When, sometime between 300
and 150 B.C., the sage Patanjali composed the Yogs Sutras, he was
probably engaged in the codification of many ancient traditions.
Men who devote a lifetime to the practice of ascetic meditation
must evolve a great variety of techniques; but the comparative
simplicity of Patanjali’s rules must not blind us to the elaborate
metaphysics- upon which they are based. The practice, however
scrupulous, of such rules of posture, breathing, etc., by the
enthusiastic Westerner can scarcely do harm; but abstract gymnastics
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jégcgt?o;ugfgcfgcq rfl'?]twthehz}}'d%ouls consecration of a lifetime to
e Wcst, ‘ h"‘k orship. By learning to sit or.brcath propetly,
/esterner thinks that he may inevitably acquire better health
or poisc; whercas to the genuine practitioner of Yoga, such ambition
must appear paltry. Finally, “Yoga powers arc not obtained by
weating f.he dress of a Y. ogi, or by talking about them, but untiring
practice is the secret of success” (Patanjali). "

To put the matter briefly, Yoga is a system for frecing the mind
ffom attachment to the scnses. Once freed, the mind docs not wander
aimlessly about in a world superior to nature; it actually becomes
Fhat which it is secking. Now the quest of the soul or the Alman
is for Brahman. Therefore the aim of Yoga is to effect a fusion of
Atman with Brahman. Having passed through the successive statcs
of Yoga discipline, the Yogi, though physically unchanged (or at
least still present), is psychically transmogrified. Occasionally, it i
claimed, he can be physically modified too. The Yogi can render
himself invisible, engage in feats of levitation, cnter another body,
and remain buried in the ground for days at a time.

The Brahmans have always distrusted Yoga. Similarly, the
priests of Christianity take care not to encourage mysticisml, save
in the case of those for whom it is evidently a vocation. Although
the number of practitioners of Yoga is today between tWO an
three million, we cannot suppose that more than a few of these
adepts have consistently reached the final state of union of Samadbi.
Not merely is such a state difficult to reach in itself; the Yog2
ascetic ought not be content with its momentary or sporadic attaio-
ment. For what he is seeking to do is nothing less than to remove,
in the space of one lifetime, the whole burden of Karwa inherite
from his previous existences. That which the ordinary man hop€ss
all being well, to climinate in the course of a series of eﬂst?ncis’
the Yoga secks to liquidate (if the word may be emplO}'ed) in the
space of one.! ‘ Jete

What are the stages of attainment of Samadhi, Of comp (imc
absorption? They are eight in number. These stages form tto
means wheteby the five so-called ‘“hindrances”, or obstructloI}S,
detachment, may be eliminated: that is to say, Ignorance (szfﬁ c(lli:
the notion of personality (i.c. that man is a self-contain® 1
vidual), desire, hatred, and attachment to the things of the Sensfsé
The stages atc as follows. First comes Yama, perhaps the mjast
difficult stage of all and therefore that at which many an enthus

1 His exertions nct_:d not be directed exclusively to selfish ends. Accotding ttg 3;:
Ching (see Chapter VII), “‘if you only meditate (accotd(llﬂgh,ths at

e treatise I-
nes 1 hout, you set ten thousand aeons and a thousan

O ed rules) for 4 1

prescri
ces t”-
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tutns back; it involves the extinction of desire and egotism and their
replacement by charity and unselfishness. Secondly comes Niyanra,
the stage at which certain rules of conduct must be adopted, such
as the maintenance of cleanliness, the pursuit of devotional studies,
and the fulfilment of certain rituals of purification. Thirdly comes
the stage to which greatest attention has been paid, namely Asana,
or the attainment of correct posture. Just as the first stage of Yama
involved the stilling of all desire, so the third stage involves the
reduction to a fiflimum of all bodily movement. How is this to be
done? To arrive at a satisfactory position, a great deal of experimen-
tation must have taken place. The usual posture of the concentrating
Yoga is familiar to most people from pictues. Resting his right
foot upon his left thigh and his left foot upon his right thigh, the
adept crosses his hands so as to be able to hold his two big toes,
and, thus co-ordinated, lowers his head with the object of gazing
either at his navel or at the tip of his nose.l

This is the kind of posture to which the Western body, unless
taken in hand eatly, is ill-adapted, which probably accounts for its
fascination: our office-existence is “sedentary” only in a very
artificial sense, and our bodies suffer for it. Alarmed at his slouching
laziness, the Westerner may see in a strenuous course of gymnosophy
a means of counteracting the harm done by his daily routine. This
is to mistake the nature and purpose of Asana. The Yoga Sutras
make it clear both that “the posture assumed must be steady and
easy”, and that such steadiness and ease.of posture is to be achlequ
through “persistent slight effort”. It is not the purpose of this
book to recommend the adoption of the belief and practice of any
system here described: possibly it should be the author’s duty to
issue a warning against such conduct, which m.ay.cnd in d1sappomlli;
ment and even disgust. In the case of those wishing to pursue suc
‘matters seriously, however, what is to be avoided above all is the
furious enthusiasm of the novice.!

Asara is fiot an end in itself; it is a means to the next stage,
which is called Pranayama, the “right control pf the life-force Oi
breathing. By regulating the breath, the Yogi hopes to arrive 2
two conditions: that in which he concentrates upon thﬁ Pali(l)(i)elifsi
e

of breathing alone, and that in which, after due practif:e, iy
ceases to breath at all. The first condition, by evacuating the.n_.l{ Al
enables him to attain to complete spiritu

of all outer impressions, toC AL
repose: this is a2 necessary prelude to the ﬂooc_hng-m of dé"ﬂ?? hf%?t :
The second condition enables him, if necessary, to undergo

of endurance, such as those of which we have spoken.
“the Lotus seat” and

1 According to Swatmaram Swami, this posture is called
destroys alldiseases. -
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Having contemplated the foregoing stages of discipline, the
amateur of Yoga may find it difficult to imagine through what
further rigours he must brace himself to pass. But there are still
four stages to come. Pratyahara, or abstraction, which mecans the
mind’s complete withdrawal from the world of sense, is followed
by Dharana. Here an attempt is made to bring the mind to think
only of one thing, or in effect to think of nothing specific at all.
We have now reached a level at which it is difficult, without
employing metaphors, to give an account of what is happening.
Fortunately, Indian thinkers are equally aware of this difficulty.
Having invited us to consider a mental state at which there is only
one thing to think about, theyare now obliged to give ussome idea of
what this is. At this point the teacher invokes the sacred syllable OM.

The reader will recall our references to OM in connection with
the Upanishads. To provide the mind with subject-matter for medi-
tation, the Yogi is recommended to repeat this sacred syllable,
thich thus generates a subject-matter otherwise inc.\’pl'CSSIb!&

Thrgugh the sound of the word and through reflection upon its
meaning,” says Patanjali, “the way is found. From this comes the

realization of the Self (or Soul, A/man), and the removal of all
obstacles.”?

No doubt the repeated invacation of the word OM induces a

condition almost of hypnosis. Now the final stage of Yoga Supet-
venes logically upon that which preceded it: for Samadbi, the cighth
rung of this spiritual ladder, takes the form of a deep and complete
trance. If we are to believe the experts, the trance state of Samadhi
Is a sign of the complete identification of soul with reality, <12zan
with Brahman. The soul in its individuality no longer exists: “like
camphor in the flame and like salt with the water of the ocean,” it
gai‘i merged with the ocean of Being. The Yoga philosophers
Yeo glh: tohircpresent this ineffable state by such metaphots. “The
wit%j . r::nd ghest me.dltatlon,”.says Swatmaram Swami, “is 'vo1d
pot in the without l{ke a pot in the world-space. He is also like 2
Poch 3 oo c?i.ean, vo1d. w1thl1:1 and without.” Naturally, to one 1n
invalaerst] 1 tlon,llnothmg evil can happen. “A Yogi in Sm/md/){ is
g ¢ to all weapons; al! the world cannot overpower him,

0 fc_a 1s beyond the powers of incantations and magical diagrams.”
care t}rl?YStICISm Bossuet 'ol.aserved that the genuine article was $o

a thing, and false mysticism so common, that the whole subject

1 .
The repetition of the sacred syllable has sometimes been reccommended on putcly

P;S;‘;?ccglogl(giisgetounds. The Rajah of Aundh, author of an instructive manual of
Ehc ronunciation Sutggcst:c, that certain bodily movements should be accompanicd by
p on ot various Indian vocables, of which OM is the most important.

At least this reveals the connecti : p ;
one denies to be of the:apcutiic:;:lﬁec"f the syllable with regulated breathing, which no

)
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wete best left alone by the laity. That is the view of an official. The
official attitude, whether in religion or politics, was defined by
Burke as the knowledge of “how much evil to tolerate”. The
historian of philosophy is not concerned to keep the peace; he is
concerned to understand, first, how men come to think as they do,
and, secondly, whether what they think is reasonable and consistent.
Mysticism is a fact. The endeavour to suppress it has on the whole
failed. If on occasion its practice has given rise to serious abuses,
this may be the least cogent reason for dismissing it as fraudulent.
No one is likely to question the value of liberty on the basis of
Madame Roland’s remark as to the number of crimes, including her
own execution, committed in its name. And the same may be said
of the celebrated remark of Lucretius on the evils of religion. A
system such as Yoga may prove a fearful weapon in the hands of
those who, misusing its discipline, claim to exercise powers purport-
ing to be divine; but unless such a claim is sometimes made, even
by the unscrupulous, Yoga is not worth the serious consideration
that students of religion and psychology have agreed to give it.
Without some rudiments of organization, it is difficult to imagine
any religion surviving much beyond its founder’s lifetime; but that
same religion, contained within the ritual of a church, is faced with
a more serious problem of survival if it cannot, every few genera-
tions, issue forth in some refreshing novelty, embarrassing no doubt
to its official custodians but revealing to a profounder gaze some-
thing essential to its health. Mysticism interrupts religion for the
purpose of asserting its continuity.

In studying Yoga it is tempting to raise the question of the
relation of magic to religion. ‘There have been times when the two
were regarded as the same thing, as perhaps in Sumeria. There have
been other times when the two were regarded as opposite things,
as often in our own civilization. Leaving aside the trick-magic of
our entertainers, it is possible to see in magic a necessary ally of
religion. We tend to concentrate less upon the end of magic than
upon the means. The end is to heighten our emotional life, to
raise it to that level of concentration and impetus from which, and
from which only, a leap into another dimension may be made. To
deny the possibility of such another dimension in the name of
rationalism or “free thought” is to take a very narrow view of

the capacities of reason, and to fail to explain how thought, thus
circumscribed, can be free.

Shankara and Vedanta

In outlining the principal Hindu systems we have introduced
the minimum of philosophical terms. A technical history of Indian
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philosophy would need, in speaking of Yoga, to go into detail
concerning the pacification of the chitsa or mind stuff, the control
of the vrittis, which produce false versions of reality, the detailed
action of the gunmas, and so forth. The mere parade of such terms
cannot but bewilder the laymen, as well as exasperate, by their
random introduction, the expert. All we can do is to emphasize,
without elaborating, the complex theoretical foundation of this
famous system. We ought likewise to cite the attempts of modern
psychologists, above all C. G. Jung, to relate some of their own
theories to those of Eastern philosophers: for it is with the same
reality that philosophers of every age have to do. An argument
raised by one philosopher may be resumed in carnest many cen-
turies later, as happened with Parmenides and Bergson, with
Shankara and Kant, and possibly with many others of who_m no
record has been preserved: we have repeatedly drawn attention to
the fact that the earliest extant philosophical documents must pre-
suppose many centuries of speculation. Nevertheless, jargon hﬁs
always been the enemy of clear thinking. From time to time tic
Indian systems have been denounced for their abstraction, d}l]e‘,’;
abstruseness, and occasionally their impiety. The system (if suc thle
can be called) of Purva Mimansa represented a protest agamst':[‘he
impressive but covertly atheistic systems such as the Sﬂ”{(?/ﬂ";'o the
originators of such systems were careful to pay lip-service “ula-
Vedas; but, having done so, they proceeded to indulge in SPC nts
tions that have nothing to do with those inspired dOC‘Jdm€ da}.’
Jaimini,! the founder of Purva Mimansa, was what we should to the
call a fundamentalist. He urges his countrymen to retutnl tOd w0
word of God, to recognize the finitude of their intellects, an duly
practise charity instead of parotting abstractions. Apart frolr{nu on
recording his protest, however, thete is little about his wotk UP
which we need linger. £ very
With Shankara we have to do with a philosophet © o
different calibte: in fact we have to do with one of the greates the
all phiIosophers, whose work ought to be better known H:rolu-
Occident than it is. Shankara’s thought not merely cﬁ'cct.ed a fcmn ce
tion in the Orient—for it was one of the causes of the dlsﬂpp<13'~‘_ntc )
of Buddhism from India; it assumed a direction (as we hanli ’10 hel
almost identical with that later pursued by the German phi 031 a% of
Immanuel Kant. The resemblange is so close as to invite Sgecith the
as to whether Kant could possibly have been acquainte Yo ducec
work of Shankara. Not a shred of evidence has beef}fP enuine
suggesting even indirect influence: indeed, the dcb:i 1 e%lt apor
would have been too great not to receive acknowledgm

1 4th century B.C.
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practically every page. We have to be content with the view, hardly
less remgrkablq, that two major thinkers separated by a thousand
years offered similar interpretations of reality. On reflection, what
Is strange 1s not so much that this should have happened once or
twice in history, as that it should not have happened more often.
If reality 75 of a certain nature, it is curious that men dedicated to its
study should not have been more frequently disposed to agreement.
The system expounded by Shankara is traditionally known as
Vedanta. Strictly speaking, Vedanta means the conclusion or com-
pletion of the Vedas. Now the conclusion of the Iedas, as we have
seen, is the Upanishads. What the Upanishads teach is the identifica-
tion of Atman with Brabman: this teaching is not so much analysed
or explained as dogmatically asserted. When you are obliged to
defend your dogmas, either against criticism or against other
dogmas, you must provide them with a rational basis. The philoso-
phy of Vedanta is that by which the Upanishad dogmas are supported
by argument, demonstration, and proof. And just as St. Thomas
Aquinas was there to sustain Christian dogma by rational argument,
so Shankara was there to perform the same service for Hindu dogma.
Shankara, or Sankaracharya,! lived from A.D. 788-820. These
dates are striking in two ways. First of all they show that the great
system-maker of India lived for only thirty-two years. Secondly they
reveal that Shankara lived a thousand years, and perhaps more,
after the composition of the Upanishads. Thp shortnes§ of S.hankara s
life derives its significance from the magnitude of his achievement.
As to his separation in time from the sages wl}ose’ ideas he system-
atized, this is hardly more remarkable than Aquinas’s s;rstemauzaélon
in the 13th century of Christian thought originating in the z.n 05
3rd centuries. And just as Aquinas had the Christian Fathers an

' ik . eded by such men as
Augustine behind him, so Shankara was prec m/ayftltrzz (a com-

Badarayana (2nd century B.C.), author of the Bral
positioﬁ of( 550 aphor};sms or apophthegms), Gaudapada (7(t)1}
century A.D.), and ﬁnzﬁiy Gi)fvinda, who transmitted the doctrine

/ Shankara himself.
Bmé;tlgldlﬂ :g dwell for a moment upon resemblances, Shalclikﬁ:
reminds us of Aquinas not merely in his place in hlsr?ryl\,;:labar
attempt at synthesis, but in the holiness of h1_s life. Born in M com-’
he was a2 member of the caste of Nambudri Brahmanslzé \ O s,
bined the twin ideals of the saint a:nq the savant. §1}an 2}31 bg,lc)amc
early to have felt the call of renunciation and ascetu:lsm;en o
a hermit-saint or samyosi at an age when other yot}il]g ncl]id’Shankara
rejecting the world, are busy tasting its pleasures. tﬁz 2 tine laid
engage in ascetic practices merely according to

1 «“Acharya” means a spiritual teachet.
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down for hermits: it is recorded that he achicved as a matter of
common experience the condition of Samadii. Conscquently, his
lifelong opposition to both the Saukbya system of Kapila and the
equally atheist ideas of the Buddha was dictated by reasons as much
emotional as intellectual. A philosopher who regularly achieves
union with the divine, or at least who thinks he docs, is not likely
to be content with the verbal carping and logical ariditics of so
much theological discussion; he will organize his thought upon a
majestic basis, and recommend it the more cffectively by living it.

It is sometimes maintained that the best debaters are those who
do not believe in what they advocate. Such a view depends for its
plausibility upon the level at which the debate is conducted. Those
who believe strongly, passionately, arc admittedly not always in the
best condition to defend their arguments. Awarc of their inward
certitude, they see no reason to engage in claborate disputation.
The capacity to believe has been described, with justice, as a kind
of genius. Such genius, united to unusual intellectual vigout,
produces the great philosophical leaders of the world. Most general-
izations about human nature have a supetficial ring because they are
based upon inspection of those who are “above the mob but lower
than the man of genius”. To suggest that Augustine, Aquinas, or
Shankara would have been superior dialecticians had they been less
convinced of their ideas is at once to make nonsensc of belicf and
to degrade human intelligence.

S}lmmonpd by the Pope from a life of solitude and devotion,
Aquinas atrived in Paris for the purpose of defending orthodoxy.
In spite of his obvious preference for a hermit life, Shankara was
obliged, while still a youth, to undertake a similar mission. The
centte of debate was the holy city of Benares. Acting as a kind of
rep;resentan.ve of south India, Shankara proved himself a redoubt-
aE .Cttﬁlamplon of Brahmanism. Very soon his services were required
a ’Oh er centres. He attacked and’ demolished heresy wherever 1t
g’gg rrfatli)e° found. Nor was the demolition merely rhetorical and

gmatic; it was characterized by subtle argument and reasoned
apologetic.

e oot s de 0 poss sl oo of
ings attributed to by c ankara distinguished himself. The wnt;
Acuinas. and like T m are voluminous: like the great Swmmae 0

quinas, and like The Critigue of Pure Reason of Kant, they are con-
fessedly not easy reading. We must remember that they represent
no more than a skeleton or—if it is preferred—a blueprint of
Shankara’s thought. It is unteasonable to expect that profound
?‘hllosophlcal works should, to use the favourite criterion of interest,

read like a novel”, which may imply that they will as soon be
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forgotten. The greatest essays in philosophical enquiry are merely
notes or memoranda, the basis of an actual or imaginary exchange
of views. Only civilizations organized differently from our own,
such as the City States of ancient. Greece, have provided leisure
enough for philosophers to record their thought in the way best
suited to it, namely in the form of dialogue.! And what was thus
recorded was not strictly thought but thinking.

While at Benares, Shankara wrote his famous commentaries on
both the Upanishads and the Bhagavad-Gifa. Synthesizing all that
Badarayana, Gaudapada, and Govinda had maintained, these learned
and elaborate works did more than anything to re-establish in India
the intellectual ascendancy of Brahmanism. Shankara’s approach to
the Scriptures was fully as orthodox as that of Aquinas: he is not
attempting anything in the nature of “higher” criticism, which
depends paradoxically upon an initial belittlement of the subject to
be criticized. The task to which he devoted himself was that of
finding a basis in reason for that which was given in revelation: an
aim that appcars impious only to those who fail to see in human
reason a secondary channel of revelation.

The word secondary is important. Admittedly reason cannot
take us all the way. It is an instrument which, though of great
utility, may be used to further any cause whatever; it is not loaded
in any particular direction. We need a_nothcx; and even higher
faculty, a kind of intuition, wheteby to discriminate between truth
and crror. This higher faculty is acquired through the cultivation of
detachment, the withdrawal from the life of sense, and, if possible,
a total absorption in Brabman. In short, the philosopher must be not
simply a man given to reflection, still less a man endowed with keen
wit and capacity for argument; he must be both pure in heart and a
lover of wisdom. In the appointment of our own teachers of
philosophy, such characteristics are not normally insisted upon.

Having made clear in what respect philosophy differs from
other intellectual disciplines, Shankara proceeds to expound his
system. The reader may conclude, from what has been said, that the
argument is conducted upon a somewhat rarefied level. If we are to
accept the view that none but the saint can be a true philosopher,
and if philosophical knowledge is in effect the same as moksha—a
kind of ignorance (or bliss) due to liberation from all other forms of
ignorance—then philosophical enquiry is evidently beyond the
reach of ordinary men. But no: Shankara is prepared, as we shall
see, to begin at the beginning. He starts by asking the simplest, if
most fundamental, questions. Having dwelt upon the majesty of

1 Aristotle may be cited as an exception, but Aristotle wrote a number of dialogues,
all of which have been lost.
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knowledge at its supreme point, he turns aside to consider how
knowledge, of whatever kind, is possible at all. Both his formulation
of the question and the answer he gives to it put us immediately in
mind of Kant.

According to Shankara, our knowledge of the external world is
sense-bound: that is to say, our senses, in endeavouring to contact
“reality”, inevitably adapt that reality to their own uses. The world
that we see, hear, and feel is a world that appcars to be cxtended
and in movement, a world of changing phenomena. This phenomenal
world is not merely the world that our senses apprchend; it assumes
this phenomenal form precisely because our senses apprehend it.
Extension and temporality are, in the Kantian phrase, “forms of
our sensibility””. In brief, the world accessible to our senses is in
great part the world that our senses have constructed. In the
external world we petceive that which we have contributed.

The external world, then, is a world of Mays. Now we have met
the term Maya already. To render it satisfactorily in Western philo-
sophical terminology is extremely difficult. If we here translate it as
“illusion”, we shall be committing a serious error: for Shankara
does not for one moment suggest that the world apprehensible by
our senses is a world that is not, as it were, “there”. A similar mis-
understanding is frequently met in discussion of the theory of
knowledge advanced, though in different terms, by Bishop Berkeley.
Mayais pethaps better translated as “delusion’ rather than “illusion”.
On this assumption a wotld of Maya is a world pretending to be
that which it is not. It is 2 world of half-lights and half-truths, of
Inexactitude and imptecision, of promise without fulfilment. Is thete
anything particularly startling or unfamiliar about such a wotld?
Not at all: it is the world, surely, with which we are familiar in
everyday life.

To introduce a further comparison, the world of Maya is much
the same as the shadowy, phenomenal world described by Plato.
Althc?ug}} only the eternal Forms are real, Plato’s world of appeat-
ance is still very much “there”. The late R. G. Collingwood used to
ex‘l?lam the distinction very aptly. If Plato’s world of appeatrance 15
a “pack of lies”, he pointed out, they ate nevertheless lies that ate

really tqld % MaJa exists. We live in Maya. Ignorance, Avidya, secs
?}?efzgifsi érfllCngcfenence lt(}ilat ;}11318 realm of Maya. Just as Plato asserted
maintained i a world of Forms behind appearance, so Shankara
s the existence behind and beyond Mayz of a world of

timeless Being.
wh i;h;:" l_ClltOI:Ve know that such a suprasensible realn} exisgs? Indeed,
namelygt o Szwe we to assume its existence? Certain phllosqphers,
o-called empiricists, declare that we have no right at

T
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all. All knowledge, they hold, is obtained through the senses.
Now clearly the senses yield no knowledge of the realm of which
Shankara speaks: how could they, seeing that such a realm is by
definition above and beyond the sensuous plane? Nevertheless, as
Kant argued, the world of phenomena logically implied another
world, the noumenal world, the region of the Thing-in-itself.
Appearance presupposes Reality. Such a world, therefore, necessarily
exists. What remains to be determined is, first, what is its nature,
and, secondly, how do we make contact with it?

Students of The Critigue of Pure Reason will recall the ingenious
answers given to these questions by Kant. The noumenal realm, he
maintained, is a realm of Being rather than beings, because it is the
nature of our senses to regard the world as a multiplicity: that is to
say, the senses are so constituted as to perceive the world as a number
of separate 7hings. For practical purposes this mode of apprehension
is both necessary and desirable. Not metely do our bodies form part
of the sensuous or material world, but our perceptive faculty is
composed of at least five separate “senses”. A condition of “sens-
ing” anything is that it shall be senses as one thing among others,
and simultaneously as a unity composéd of “parts”. It follows that
the reality behind and inaccessible to the senses will be not Many
but Owe: a Thing-in-itself.

So much for the nature of the realm of Being. Now for the means
whereby such a realm may be contacted. Again, Kant’s answer will
form a useful prelude to that advanced by Shankara. Let us refrain
for a moment from speaking of material things, and observe the
nature of personalities or selves. When we consider mankind we
regard it inevitably as composed of a great number of different
individuals. I am aware of myself as a distinct personality, and I
assume everyone else to regard himself in the same manner. Such
an impression, says Kant, is the result of our belonging in part, at
least, to the world of phenomena. But there is more to us than that.
My real self, or, as Kant calls it, my moral self, belongs to a different
order. In exercising my moral will, T as it were pierce the world of
phenomena, and make direct contact with the noumenal world of
the Thing-in-itself. Indeed, my real Self and the Thing-in-itself are,
in some mysterious way, the same thjng; to know the one is to know
the other. This is the answer to the second problem. We make,
contact with the realm of Being only when, disregarding the
accidents of “character” and “personality”, we attain to genuine
Selfhood. To act thus morally is to act freely, and freedom is the
shedding of the bonds of the senses. We might add, what has often
been denied by the practitioners of that science, that the study of
““character” and “personality” is the proper domain of psychology,



224 THLE GREAT PHILOSOPIHERS: TIIE FASTIRN WORLD

since ‘“‘character” and “personality” bclong to the phenomenal
realm: whereas the moral self is thc domain of philosophy proper.
Now let us compare the Kantian view with that of Shankara.
According to the latter, the self in the scnse of the cgo belongs to
the world of phenomena or Maya. We are under the impression, for
instance, that our individuality, our passions, our opinions, are real
things, capable of subsisting by themsclves. Such an impression,
however, is mistaken. The Upanishads tcach that our real self is not
the ego but the Atman, the reality lying behind appearances, the
divine spark, the light that lighteth cvery man that cometh into the
wotld. And knowledge of Reality, of eternal Being, is acquired, as
we know, by realizing the identity of Asman with Brahman. In other
words, we make contact with Reality by mcans of the truc or moral
self. Sgience, in the sense of the techniquc for analysis and measure-
ment, 18 concerned solely with phenomena.
.To hazard reasons why Shankara and Kant should have evolved
a similar idealist theory of knowledge is, as we have said, tempting:
but such a study hardly comes within the scope of the present work.
Not dq we wish to enter into comparisons regarding the superiority
in detail of the one philosophy over the other. The present account
affords lityle idea of the ingenuity with which in both cases the
argument 1s pursued. Neverthcless, to give the Western reader some
notion of what is being discussed, we must emphasize that the
subtleties of Kant, though difficult to underestimate, appear simple
0 compatison with those of Shankara. And although subtlety does
glc;t nlfcess.anly imply profundity, it must cqually be admitted that
fuigit;r?sliobzoir the more profound philosopher. Indeced, his pro-
his thought, iuet : clztent, the result of the extraordinary range of
result of the \]foluni alfilt§ attainment just short of sublimity is the
Kant express] exc’ilrﬁ dm1tat1on of his subject. The concepts which
of God Freed):)m audeI from p.hllosophlcal. treatment were those
everyth,ing that o Irrll i mmortality. In so doing he excluded almost
discussior. an philosopher will think worthy of serious
S K17 08 a0 xsemly ingenions heory of knowlede
of God. In the CY fS under the obligation to discuss the nature
as¢ of so thorough a devotee of Brabwman, it may

a -
g%%esarIj};rgnsmg tkllat he should have asserted the existence of two
did so, we ahasilwe L as Brabman. 1f, however, we examine why he

] shall see that he still remains a completc and absolute

monotheist. The god Ishuara represents the god of what we are

accustomed to call Natural Reljo : i
. 1on. As ther thing as a
wotld without a god, the god og hete is no such 7

vith f the world of phenomena is Ishara.
Ishvara is, in fact, the creator, t ph

he author of phenomena. And since
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the world of phenomena is a world of multiplicity, the supremacy
of Ishvara is fully compatible with thé existence of other, if lesser,
deitics. In shost, the polytheism of the people to which Shinkara
was wisc enough to defer is both the consequence and the correlative
of the “deism” of scientists and intellectuals.

It follows that God as both person and creator is a feature of the
realm of Maya. But Ishvara is alsosomething more: He is the purveyor
of rewards and punishments, and therefore the arbiter of Karma. Is,
then, the whole process of Karma, the fundamental tenet of the
Hindu faith, illusory? Again, we must remind ourselves, not illusory,
but simply a process pertaining to a level of experience short of the
highest. In a sense Kara must belong to Maya, because the succes-
sive rebirths of the soul take place inevitably in the natural world.
To escape from Karuza is the same as to escape from Maya. Such
escape involves at once release from the authority of Ishvara and
absorption in Brabman.

If rewards and punishments are features of the world of Maya,
so atre the good and bad actions which elicit them. Those who think
to obtain absorption in Brahmar merely by doing good works, by
behaving decently or inoffensively, and by keeping the laws, are
under a serious misapprehension. Admittedly good conduct is at all
times to be encouraged, because, in so acting, the chain of rebirth
may be shortened. The people must be taught “morals™. But social
conformity is not the same as holiness. To the sage it appears imme-
diately evident that the individual self which performs good or evil
actions, and to which the law of Karma applies, enjoys no real or
ultimate separateness at all. And to achieve this realization is
to be delivered for ever from the bondage of reincarnation. Even
among sages, however, such a degree of holiness is rarely to be
attained. .

Life as we commonly know it, then, is lived on the plane of Maya.
And if life, then death. And if pleasure, then suffering. These are
phenomena, without true substance. One of the most remarkable
passages of Kant is that in which, almost in the manner of an
oriental thinker, he suddenly rises to a theme all-too frequently
obscured by the thickets of his concentrated argument:

“It is difficult to suppose that a creature whose life has its first-
beginning in circumstances so trivial and so entirely independent of
our own choice, should have an existence that extends to all eternity.
As regards thq continuance here on earth of the species as a whole,
this difficulty is negligible, since accident in the individual case is
still subject to a general law, but as regards each individual it
certainly seems highly questionable to expect so potent an effect
from causes so insignificant. But to meet these objections we can

P
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propound a transcendental hypothesis, namcly that all life is
strictly speaking intelligible only, is not subject to changes of time,
and neither begins in birth nor cnds in death; that this life is an
appearance only; that is, a sensible representation of the purely
spiritual life, and the whole sensible world is a mere picture which
in our present mode of knowledge hovers before us, and like a
dream has in itself no objective reality; that if we could intuit our-
selves and things as they are, we should sec oursclves in a world of
spiritual beings, our sole and true community, which has not
begun through birth and will not ceasc through bodily death—
both birth and death being mere appearances.”’

This passage is entirely in the spirit of the philosophy of
Shankarg. We may cite passage after passage from the latter in the
same vein. The A#wa Bodba, or “Knowledge of Spirit”, sums up
Vedanta as follows:

“The spirit is smothered, as it were, by ignorance, but as soon
as ignorance is destroyed, spirit shines forth, like the sun when
released from clouds. After the soul, afflicted by ignorance, has been
purified by knowledge, knowledge disappears, as the seed or berry
of the Kataka after it has purified water. ’

Like an image in a dream, the world is troubled by love, hatred
and other poisons. So long as the dream lasts, the image appears to
be r‘<‘:al; but on awakening it vanishes.

. The world appears real, as an oyster-shell appears to be silver;

l\)lt only so _lon.g.a.s the Brabman remains unknown, he who is
above all and indivisible. That Being, true, intelligent comprehends
within itself every variety of being penet’ratin and 1 ermeating all
as a ‘tIhread which strings together beads. £ P

~“In consequence of possessing diverse attributes, the supreme
i}:jljstte{lcc appears manifold, but wi};len the attributes are annihilated,
of n};zgsszggei-o Ellft(i)g;:quence of these diverse attributes 2 variety
variety of tastes and colou:sfz suppq;cd groper to spirt, JusE =7

“The body, formed by thé euitjton u;eﬁ . \ivater. -oduced by
the effect of action, is considered t g Oh Leat of pleaserc d pain
T TR that belongs o the body (e e Prired) as th

roduct of i > the body (must be considered) 5 T
p gnorance. It is visible; it is perishable as bubbles of aif
(on the surface of water); but that which has not these signs must be
recognized as _pure spirit, which says of itself, I am: Brabwman.
Because I am distinct from body, I experience neither birth, old age,
dectepitude, nor extinction, and detached from organs of sense, I
have no longer any connection with their objects.” )
' To the Western reader passages such as the above may appeat
impressive and even moving. But do not they represent 2 kind of
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poetry, a mystical lyricism? How, it may be asked, do we &now all
this? Why should not the Nastiks and the Charvakas have been right
to deny Brabman, and indeed all forms of suprasensible experience?
As to the first question, it is impossible to deny that much of Shan-
kara—and not Shankara only—can be read as poetry: that is to say,
it can be appreciated for its emotional rather than for its intellectual

appeal. But then, in addition to being a philosopher, Shankara was .

a poet, and a very accomplished one. Aquinas, it will be remembered,
was also a poet. A further point to bear in mind is the following.
Classical Indian philosophy remains indifferent to the distinction
between poetry and prose: the fact that we tend to stress this dis-
tinction may indicate too hard and fast a separation between our
intellectual and emotional life. The Vedas are not merely inspired
philosophy, but inspired poetry: the same is true of many of the
Upanishads. Hindu thought reserves its prose for such documents
as the Ordinances of Manu, with its laws and regulations mostly con-
cerning morals and hygiene—the Hindu equivalent of the Book of
Leviticus. As to the second question, Shankara, though as convinced as
Aquinas of the truth of revelation, is prepared to argue at great
length concerning the existence of Brahman. To Shankara it is not
so much Brabman’s existence that presents difficulty; what is far
more difficult to imagine is how, in the absence of Brabman, any-
thing clse can be said to enjoy existence. If anything exists, then God
must. In other wozrds, you have to account for existence itself; and
the consciousness of imperfection, vanity, futility, illusion, implies
the capacity to apprehend, though not necessarily to enjoy, per-
fection. The “problem of evil” may be difficult to solve on a
spiritual view of the world. On a materialistic view it admits of no
solution whatever; it has to be explained away in terms of
“environment”, upbringing, etc.

According to the limited information we possess, Shankara
ended his days in a monastery on the foothills of the Himalayas.
His incessant labours in the service of the orthodox Hindu faith had
rendered him not an old man before his time—because he seems
always to have been adult—but a man for whoth half a lifetime had
consumed the energies normally expended in half a dozen. Ten
religious orders quickly sprang up, dedicated to the propagation of
his ideas. And these ideas, studied and taught all over India from
the gth century to the present day, have ensured the survival of the
Brahmanical tradition in a manner that, given the strength of the
forces opposing it, is truly remarkable. But those who despise meta-

physics, like those who ignore it, must be prepared for it to outlive
them.

Pl
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A history of Indian thought would need to dwell upon the
various attempts to synthesize and introduce harmony into so many
conflicting traditions. To undertake this task, which is outside our
scope, would require in itsclf a volume much larger than the
present. In conclusion, however, we ought not to leave the impres-
sion that Vedanta, the completion of the [edic tradition, has failed
to undergo development since the time of Shankara. Nor must w¢
dismiss as without significance the long linc of saints and sages
who, down to our own time, have kept the purc Vedanta tradition
alive: for we are too apt to regard the oriental tradition as having
become bogged in a slough of fanaticism and corruption, paying
“divine honours to the maniac and the fool”.l From time to tme
powerful rulers such as Akbar (1556-1605) have attempted to
impose a synthetic state religion on the people. Othet reformers,
such as Kebir (1440-1518), founder of the very intcresting religion
of the Sikhs, have attacked and thrown back the tendency towards
polytheism which is never likely to be wholly cradicated. In the last
century several men of powerful personality, such as Ram MOhaﬂ
Ray, have felt the nced to unite Vedanta with what they considered
best in both Christianity and Islam. Perhaps the most attractive of
these sages was Sti Ramakrishna (1836-86), who, having made 2

_close study of both Christianity and Islam, finally returned to
Hinduism, and whose disciples, Brahmananda and Vivckananda,
have exerted almost as much influence abroad as in India herself.
‘In these men we see the Vedanta faith at its noblest pitch: for they
combined great intellectual force with personal humility. Ar{d we
may perhaps sec in Ramakrishna’s lifclong devotion to Kali, the
Mother goddess of the universe, a link with that form of worsl}lp
which may have antedated the Atyan invasion of India, and Whl<§h
I represents, however vaguely, a natural acceptance by man of life in
/! all its aspects, the pain and destruction (for Kali, besides bcing
Creator, was also Destroyer) as well as the rapture and fruition.®
There are only two ways in which man’s part in the universe may
i be regarded: either he is a mischievous and predatory animal Who
i must live by exploiting the natural wotld, or he is a creature to whom
the universe, in spite of its immensity, is in some sense intended to
« be his home. Whatever he undertakes, he is implicitly adopting oné
or other of these attitudes. In the Western World it has usually been
left to the poets and mystics to reveal the true path, while the
philosophers have too often confined their attention to debating

1 Disracli: Contarini Fleming, Chapter 1.

3 Kali was the wifc of Shiva, the Destroyer, who, according to Sir John Marshall,
was worshipped in Mohenjo-daro. Shivaism may thercfore be ‘“‘the most ancient

living faith in the world”. Shiva is thus the Osiris of Hinduism, opposed to Vishnu,
the Preserver.
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whether or not there are such things as chairs or tables. Only rarely
do we find a thinker to whom it is obvious that, as a prelude to the
“divine connection”, there must first be a “natural connection”—a
truth which is beginning to be appreciated in the sphere of agri-
culture, where failure to realize that nature is something a/ive has
brought us to the brink of disaster, and which we dimly perceive,
though more often misconceive, in relation to such a process as
sexual love. The words of Marcus Aurelius, so often dismissed as a
vague pantheism, are consistent with this view: “Evérything
harmionizes with me that is harmonious with thee, O Universe.
Nothing for me is too early or too late, which is in due time for thee.
Everything is fruit to me which thy seasons bring, O Nature: from
thee are all things, in thee are all things, to thee all things return.”



CHAPTER VII
THE CHINESE SAGI:S

A peasant civilization

“ EN always have the greatest respect,” said Thucvdides, “fqr
that which is farthest off.”” He might have added—Dbecause it
is still more true—*‘and fear”, which is an clement in respect. For
many centuries the Europecan attitude to China illustrated that
maxim, as well as its corollary. Save for the visit of an occasional
explorer and several missionarics (the carliest being the Nestorian
ChristianS), European contact with China is of comparatively recent
origin. Already in the 17th century, however, the intcllectual world
of Europe was evincing great interest in Chinesc culturc. How little
it understood that culture may be surmised from the fact that we,
with our much closer contact, still understand very little of it. To
speak of contact between one country and another, cven countries
as near as England and France, is to refer perhaps to continuous
contact only at the most supertficial level—say the diplomatic level—
supplemented by miscellaneous “contacts” by individuals, busincss
ms, or, at times of emergency, armed forces: which latter is by
hypothesis the least typical of all. The first translations of Chinese
classical literature, even more perhaps than thosc of India, exerted
a profound influence upon the European mind, particularly the
French mind of the 18th century. In his brilliant but forgotten study
The Illusions of Progress, Georges Sorel shows how the French
Physiocrats regarded ancient China as a kind of idyllic common-
wealth, governed by a Natural Law of right and justice, and
providing the model from which “decadent Europe” might leatn
salutary lessons. This impression, while not without an element of
‘tmﬁh, was the result of generalization from a few instances. The
‘wisdom™ of Confucius, for instance, is extremely refreshing and
stimulating to the European mind. When it first became accessible it
appeared to open up a new world of balance, maturity, and common-
sense. It was the kind of message for which Europeans, weary of
_fanaticism and the wars resulting therefrom, had been waiting. That
it ShOllld appeal to the French in particular was natural: a balanCCd,

humanist culture was and still is the French ideal of life.

The fact remains that if Confucius had been “typical” of the
Chinese culture of his day, his cateer would have been very different
from what we know it to have been. The apostle of balance and the
middle way led a life of much greater struggle than the Buddha,

230
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whose ideals were far more difficult to attain. Inviting men to re-
nounce the world, the Buddha moved from place to place at leisure
and amid adulation; for men respond more readily to the call of the
impossible than of the possible. Save for brief intervals of power and
influence, Confucius not merely experienced the bitterness of long
exile but died, as we shall see, a disappointed man. In due course he
was worshipped. This alone was proof enough .of his distinctness
from ordinary men, for the day of the apotheosis of the Common-
,Man was far distant. Of the Master one of his disciples said: “He is
the sun, the moon, which there is no way of climbing over, and
~ though a man desire to cut himself off from them, what harm does
“ he do to the sun and moon? . . . The impossibility of equalling our
Master is like the impossibility of scaling a ladder and ascending to
the skies.”” The wisdom of China, like that of any other country,
represents the best that country could do in the person of a few
sages. Nor would these sages have taught as they did if the lives of
their fellow-citizens had not fallen far short of virtue,
Knowledge, even more than love, is reputed to cast out fear: a
generalization which is not perhaps so true in fact as it is supposed
to be in theory. Certainly the distrust of “orientals” is less prevalent
than it was, perhaps as a result of closer contact, It is difficult, on the
other hand, to say whether the traditional oriental “contempt” for
westerners, as being materialistic upstarts, has ‘diminished,.or has
had any reason to do so. We must make due allowance for the fact
that for centuries and indeed millennia the otiental and the occidental
world grew up in complete isolation. The mind is the last thing
about a person that one comes to know. The “mind” of another
culture, to use a vague term for an exceedingly vague relationship,
cannot be known at all until it has become so penetrated by.outside
influences that it has changed its character. Much insight can be
obtained from the study of past literature, so long as such researches
are pursued by men of imagination and sympathy (one_of the mis-
fortunes of civilized existence is that research is left to scholars, who,
because of the time needed to learn the technique of their job, tend
often tolose contact with normal life); and among such literature,
works of philosophy or wisdom are of patticular value as being the
quintessence_of that which many have vaguely felt but lacked
ability to express. .
Until the 19th century the Far East consisted of a gigantic
peasant civilization. A peasantry is by nature conservative. 'Ypu
cannot change it; you can’only break it up. The peasantry of China
and Japan was broken up, or partially broken up, from outside.
Europe discovered China and Japan and not vice versa; and having
discovered these countries, Europe began to “civilize” them,
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largely by force. The second dissolvent of a peasantry is a sudden
rise in the standard of living: for what holds a peasantry together,
and in particular what holds it down, is not government or police
or excessive taxation, but natural adversity. The “natural wisdom”
attributed to so many peasants is duc, as Tolstoy realized when he
set out to enquire into the docility of the peasant mentality, to a
realization that his situation, never much above subsistcnce level, is
grounded in the nature of things. And until recently, I}Htll about a
century ago, the nature of things was that most pcople in the world
were obliged to endure a life of hard work with little return,
punctuated by private misfortunes for which small provision could
usually be made, and often reduced to a level of untold misery as a
s result of pestilence or war.
~ Apart from the physical circumstances of his existenicC, however,
it would be a mistake to assume that the life of a Chincse peasant,
even in the most arid districts, was necessarily brutish. Brutish is a
relative term. The life of Squire Western in Tow Jones Was probably
a great deal more brutish than that of many of the servants on his
estate. If brutish signifies a mixture of brutality and jrresponsibility,
then the life of the average Chinese peasant was certainly less brutish
than that of many an overlord and many an emperor. A tradition of
family solidarity and of filia] icty had existed from (the clické is
apt) time immemorial. The Western World has known nothing like
it. The family formed a miniature state of which the father was the
ruchr.. Likewise the family formed an economic unit, every member
contributing to the common welfare and having, his particular
function to fulfil—not least the old, for whom modern European
civilization has found decreasing use. Finally, the family formed its
own church, because reverence for ancestors was a cult stronger
than dcvot%on to any supernatyral being. If we think of religion in
the sense given to it in India, then China appears to have no religion
at all: but if we define the religious instinct as that which prevails
over such powerful instincts a5 that of sex and survival, then the
Chinese can certainly be counted as profoundly religious. The bodies
of ancestors, for instance, were buried in the plot of land belonging
to the family. This plot was always small, but the ancestors were
allotted the richest part of it as a matter of course.

The idea of “The Way” . Lao-Tge

Sages such as L.ao-Tze and Confucius are often regarded as
havmg taught the people a new way of life. That is not how they
conceived of their own mission. Their task—the task of the
“prophet”, as we have come to understand it throughout this book
—was to lead men back to the ancient wisdom. Confucius in
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particular did not claim any originality for his ideas. He merely
regretted that, owing to neglect and ignorance, many of the old
rituals had fallen into desuetude, with the consequent loss of the
ffuths they ’lzad symbolized. He regarded himself as essentially a

transmitter”, Like Lao-Tze, the older of the two, he set out to
show men the road to virtue and contentment. This road was very
properly called the Way, the Tao. As to how this Way might be
found, however, Lao-Tze and Confucius differed markedly one from
the other.

To translate Tao as “Way” is reasonable so long as we do not
identify it with a technique, a recipe for happiness, which is only a
small part of its meaning. It means also the principle of the universe,
that which maintains it and gives it motion and order. Just as the
stars have fixed courscs, so there is a course for man, a means
whereby he may link his being with reality: a reality from which he
has somehow become alienated. As Tuo is the origin of all meaning
in the universe, it is also responsible for all created things. But
things have to be engendered, and creation is in fact brought about
by two principles, called yi# and yang. Yin literally means “shadow”.
It is represented pictographically by the north side of a mountain
and the south side of a river, since in daytime the south of the river
is shrouded in darkness. Yang, on the other hand, means “light”, and
is represented in an opposite fashion. Yz{ﬂg is active, y7n passive, the
one male and the other female. But yin and yarg do not form a
dualism which splits the world in two. These p;mglp;gs characterize
only the phenomenal world. At the core of reality is Za0, unity.

i i ) 7 as made, so
ation of these ideas of yin and yang w )
e ch the title is as obscure as its

far as we know, in a book of whi
’ -Chi, Book of Changes. Those who
contents. It was called the I-Ching, ot oo o{ O sical specn.

i mind to be incapa f : ]
declare the Chinese for the immense-prestige enjoyed by this

: ; unt . : i

;;IOUOO!? ]%I\l;léfl tCOo;;igius, who otherwise took little lgterest in me}ggj;-

e edited it and added his own notes. 11’1’ ue course this
PAysey wi h its list of sixty-four Asiarngs ot ideas” which in combi-
manual, Wllt reality, became a source of trivial magic and divina-
nation make :fa Further sign of its traditionally sacred character,
tion. This IW books believed to contain genuine spiritual content
becﬁfel O?oybe put to such use or abuse.l We have used the. word
ate iaf”y deliberately: for if the original purpose of the I-Ching was
asttrglogical, as seems certain, this doqs not gfgraqt _fr?lm ilts__baSIC'

rofundity. A great modetn psychologist, C. ‘IJ ung,F as Eclared
the I-Ching to embody the essence of Chinese culture. For what the
“+ dismisses—without understanding it—as astro-

modern rationalist d |
1 Cf. the Sorses Virgilianae of the Middle Ages.
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logical, and what modern .science regards as sheer superstition,
Jung sees as a form of knowledge older by thousands of years than
our cause-and-effect technique which, with its dwarfing cffect, we
call science. To Jung, the I-Ching forms a trcatise on what may 12:3
termed, in the words of modern psychology, “psychic pamuc]‘sm.s >
united by the principle of “synchronism”, or relative simultanelty:
for the fundamental truth of astrology, or “the summation of all th’c
psychological knowledge of antiquity”, is not so much that man's
destiny is controlled by the stars as that “whatever is born of done
this moment of time has the qualities of this moment of time”.1 We
do not know with any exactitude how old a book the I-Ching may
be; but we know that it was handed down from gcncration to
generation as embodying precious wisdom. Such fatc does not
befall 2 mere compendium of abracadabra.

The first philosopher to be associated with the claboration of th‘f
doctrine of Tao was Lao-Tze. He is the reputed author of 2
called the Tao-Te-Ching, which means “The Book of the Way and of
Virtue”. Lao-Tze is an obscure figure. Indeed, there is some doubt
as to whether he existed at all. His very r;amc may SUggest a
legendary personage, for it means simply “The Old Master” : but
apparently he had another name, Li, which means a plum. O the
other hand Confucius is said to have met him, and he is ment! one
by several other philosophers. When historians dismiss 2 ma, 8°
being legendary without producing any other evidence about hlmr’
all they usually mean is that they have not yet discovered anoth€
set of legends. At any rate, Lao-Tze is supposcd to have beent bOL‘:
in o4 B.C. in Honan province in Central China. Although brou5
up in a poor home, he rose to become curator of the Royal L.,bratY
at Chou and lived to an advanced age. His reputation for Wis occ
was great, but he evidently failed to exert any marked influc] is
Out§1de a small circle. Towards the end of his life, believing that ve
native state was d00m6¢to__anarchy, he made up his mind to lea
it. At the frpntler, (he customs official, recognizing the 4‘593%65
sage, gave him permission to depart with all his goods 0ft €2 iy
hi:twii dzft Olf thing behind for the benefit of his country ﬁc ] t0

. m. Lao-Tze, to whom it had never hithert@-0€c™ = e
write down his thoughts, consented. Setting to work at 09¢®
condensed all his ideas in Ttsand v jch must >

sed all his ideas into five thousand wotds, which 0 to be
record in the annals of philosophy. Thus the Tao-Te-Chirg camf end
written. What happened to Lao-Tze after that not even €8

. H t a
says anything except to record the date of his death, which is P

§17 B.C.

. H 1m, wit
E;g]ee&mt of the Golden Flower: translated and explained by Richard wilbe
a pean commentary by C. G. Jung (Kegan Paul, 1945)-
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The philosophy of the Tao-Te-Ching is perhaps one of the most
revoluponary that has ever been formulated. Interpreted literally
or as hteral]yh as we are able to understand it, it represents an attack
upon everything that has gone to make up what is called civilization,
Lao-Tze tells us to “let things alone”. He tells governments in
particular to let things alone: in short he sees nothing but evil in the
idea of government. Unlike almost all other philosophers, he does
not extol knowledge, nor does he identify it, as Socrates did a little
!ater,. with virtue. On the contrary_he extols ignorance, which he
identifies quite categorically with bliss. Again, the true sage refuses
to argue. By following the Tao, he sets an. example of simplicity
and contentment which, being naturally infectious, produces a
‘t‘ranq}ulhzmg effect upon his fellows. “The sage,” says Lao-Tze,

carries on his business without action, and gives his teaching
without words.” All the normal recipes for bringing into being
a just society are dismissed by this philosopher as futile, even
dangerous. We must refrain, because it is most dangerous of all,
from inculcating righteousness itself, since all attempts to introduce
goodness through legislation will produce the opposite of that
which is intended. “Do away with leatning, and grief will not be
known. Do away with sages and eject wisdom, and the people will
be benefitted a hundred times. Do away with benevolence and eject
righteousness and the people will return to filjal duty and parental’
love. Do away with artifice and eject gains, and there will be no
robbers and thieves. . . . Appear in plainness and hold to simplicity.
That is the substance of his message.

Just as Lao-Tze tells his fellow-men to “let things alone”, so he
tells them to stay where they are. “Without going out of th(; doot,
one can know the whole world. Without peeping out of the window,
one can see the Tao of heaven. The further one travels, the less one
knows. Therefore the sages know everything without travelling.
He names everything without seeing it. He accomplishes everything
without doing it.”” The ideal society, therefore, is “‘a small state with
few people”. These few must be content with what they have. And
they will be content with what they have if they do not see‘k to
enlarge their horizon. “Though the neighbouring states are within
sight, and their cocks’ crowing and dogs’ barking within 'hegnng::
the people (of that small state) will not go neat them all their hvisii
No doubt this was strange docttine to issue from one who, while |
committing it to. paper (ot split bamboo, a§ in fact was the Pfocedllg: '
at the time), was in the very act of leaving his own countty; ll)qu !
point of view is interesting as being a solution which hmn;n e}flfo_’
never having tried, can hardly condemn out of hand. Perdaﬁs ot
Tee’s ideas on the art of government can best be summed ¥P
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g,lggizltyﬁgil in both cxpression and thought of all Chinese
gently.”’ vern a state as you would cook a small fish: do it
Sharspu;fezs tiaching, exprcsscd' with remarkable C(?ml)rcssion and

tion. The,re as found an echo in every age, almost in cvery genera-

works of T. Is no evidence that Jean-Jacques Rousscau knew the
are very siy ale-Tze;. but his carly ideas on socicty andr government
raised 1y nilar, with nature taking the place of Tao. The problem

PmCticaly Su(.:h an ideal vision of cxistence is, ncedless to say, a

sooner of?c. what happens to the little statc when, as must occur

Tze was ater, it mecets with OutSl.df: attack or n}tcrfcrcncc? Lao-
anticip}tezagi enough to have anticipated this difficulty- He also

“Recomper alone of the thinkers of antiquity, the words of Christ.

good an}zlense injury with kindness. To those who are good I am

. géod 150 those who are not good I am also good; thus all get to
are mot s.i o those who are sincere I am sincere, and to .thosc who
The s, nccre.I am also sincere; and thus a.ll get to be sincere. - - -
hardest est thing in the world dashes against and overcomes the

- wates é .d. . There is n(')thmg. in the world softer or weaker t.ha.n
nothin nd yet for attacking things that are firm and strong therc s
nothing that can take precedence of it.”” And he adds, with justice:

This al the world knows but does not practice. . . . Thesc are the
words of truth, though they seem paradoxical.”

_Why does Lao-Tze place such emphasis upon passivity, even
g01ng so far as to enunciate the further paradox, stated in slightly
different termg by Kitishna, that we should “act inaction” ?* It is not
that he values paradox for its own sake, as we suspect certain of the
Indian sages to have done. His docttine of passivity follows logically
from hl§ conception of the nature of Tap. Tao, as we have scen, isa
conception very similar to the Egyptian Maa# and the Greck Logos-
It animates, it pervades reality: it also generates and becomes incat-
nate. Indeed, Chinese translations of the opening of the Fougth
Gospel run, “In the beginning was the Tao, and the Tao Was wit!
God and the Tz was God.” And just as at some point the «“Word 18
n?adq flesh”, so the “light that lighteth every man’ comes toO recog-
nize its kinship with the divine power. To translate this process 12
terms of Indian thought, A#wan becomes Brabman. The Taoist
philosopher conceives of a similar identification, The world is 12 2

+ condition of misery, or rather man is not at home in his WO
because he has failed to identify his Tao with that of the universe:
‘The two are at loggerheads. Let him eschew learning, conventiot
even civilization, and harmony will be restored. The Two in his
innermost self will turn out to be the Tao that “existed before heaven

1 - Lo . . . K -
The term for this celebrated concept of “inaction™ is Wu Wei.
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and earth, motionless o mever
. and fathomles ding alon®
s, standif
changing, the Mother of the Universe™. g
Kung-fu-tze : birth and upbringing |
e each other 11 person-

_ No two philosophers were mor ik
ality than Lao-Tze agld Conﬁldus.ogivi?lllé]js difference 111 Out!OQk,
their influence was bound to be unequal Taoism is still 2 living
féuth: the latest estimate is that forty_thc,l_-ee imillion Taoists still live 10
hina. This is a large number; but it is probably 28 little indicative
of the intensity of the faith as to say that a similat number of people
in France is Catholic. Moreover, it must be borne in mind, when
sRe?lung of China, that adherence to one form of belief does not
f(i:hhci;lde §ympathy with another or several others. An educated
wny SCS:;,O]us_t Fecgluse he is educated, is willing to accord 1€sp ect to
bicotr blfma' faith; what he holds in abhorrence is fanaticism and
s z,s : ossﬂz_ly the real religion of China, at its most intellectual
that ’Willixza;gs tdedmtiao'?. At the same time we MSt 80 o eily
instinctiveg - 151 and ability to tolerate other beliefs is necessatily
instine with the Chinese people (who atc in any €3¢ too
an attit?t;::lsetiz 31‘3 sumcrlned up by a generalization of this kind): such
o R der of ihi e P’-‘d? luct of long and deep-rooted tradition. L0 the
o C f this tradition—one of the great traditions of humanity—
onfucius. ©
S r o
cultu;k:l: élslrllilcfl: Colilfucms is the best that Europe, with its Latin
Kuns make of the words Kung-fu-3e, which means literally
ung, the Master”. His real name 3o Chi i
great spiritual lead ame was Kung-Chin, Like the o6t
miraculous bi::t}e)Zl :gzoif mankind, Confucius was credited with 2
1llegitimg1£e son o’f a fathg:agﬁga(? Y;C%fStgi’l’WOnd‘ers. He o tl:le
551 B.C. in the kingdom of Lu gowes,}f vanced in years Do
-Ef{‘lsl“}f;r_lgbly mctaphorically, as h’avin th alrjltung, he was desciibed,
e the sea. More plausibly, he had ag e 4 of an ox and & mouth
name Chiu. As with Buddha, a jet olf} immense forehcad: hence the
new-bon baby, who was delivered f water sprang up to wash the
ad been directed by an annunciator a cave fo which his mother
was hard. After his father’s death hY spirit. The boy’s upbringing
mother by doing odd jobs after s he was obliged to support his
always old for his years: we can i chool hours. No doubt he was:
the great philosophers save Co?:;ug ine the boyhood of almost 27
must have lent him premature achﬂt}(ilus—that immense forehead
means a solitary or a book-worm god. Even so, he was by no
~ k-worm. Sport he loved, particularly

archery and AT S Nt
devotejfa gg E)ggiig’tﬁgi Illle ga—s—'\from earliest youth a passionate
> 8 § tastes—here as elsewhere—were

conservative. He married ;
_ at the age of nineteen. We do not know
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atinc ’
much about his married life. The lady ‘zc fsf;t tha’t the couple were
a neighbouring state. Some records Suc’g,lrting came at the time of
divorced after four years; others that the pl]qtcr. The sketchiness of
Confucius’ exile, which was twenty YCars t‘hat the marriage bond,
the information at our disposal suggests | reasons, was preserved
"having been entered into for conventiona’? s born of the marriage,
for as long as convention dictated. /A SO0 \m‘Po Yii. We know that
Kung Li, or, as he is called in The Aunalects, trange to say, the two
Po Yii became a disciple of his fathef, but, n cr sympathy. The
do not seem to have been united by 20Y Strlo ngor the Ananda of
disciple whom Confucius loved—the St. Jo 1,1 model of what the
Confucianism—was Yen Hui, whosc lifc Was ¢
true sage should be. ier in
Cogfucius entered upon his mission s 2 tc%C§1iquz;ig§;i$§ﬂt)"
life than most spiritual leaders of mankind. )stdom and for his
jtwo he was already well known both for hlsf e uence, Encour-
" upright life. Moreover, he had a marked glft’c(l) dt oqsct up a school.
aged by a few enthusiastic associates, he dcciac thrown open to
What this amounted to was that his housc Wi "/ ding P the
anyone secking instruction: fees were, exacte t to purvey a kin
pupil’s capacity to pay. Not that Confucius st o4 fi tp . “subjects”,
of abstract wisdom. He undertook to tc?ach def mll&at he ]called
above all history, poetry, and the PnnCIPlcs of W colect of the
decorum. Believing that society was suffering. from n gtil into his
traditional wisdom, Confucius took great pains to 103 ] Odes, to
disciples the meaning of the ancient rites and ccremozlaf C/}ﬂ/;g“-
say nothing of such repositories of truth as the Book ¢ iving a
Above all, he had a great belief in the efficacy of music as g o
last polish to a man’s character; but he would have nothing 7 the
with modern music—“the songs of Cheng’—which pmduce'milar
opposite effect. Confucius’s attitude to music was somewhat ﬁSId the
to that of Schopenhauer: he believed that it not merely typiic - ven
harmony of the universe but symbolized the concord Wthhl’dglll .
enlightened rulers, might prevail in the state. How he would I is
been perplexed by our modern educational cutricula, where musiC A
5o often treated as an “extra” or at best an added accomplishment

"The neglect of the “philosophy” of music may be the clearest sign O
man’s {eeling of isolation in the universe.

Growing fame

As the number of his pupils grew, Confucius began to l?e g
power in the land, because many of these young men soon obtaine
responsible positions. In 518 B.C. the minister of Lu expressed. th’e
wish on his deathbed that his son should be entered at Confucius’s
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school. From that moment Confucius became the equal, as well as
the instructor, of princes. Hitherto he had been content to remain at
his htgle ac'ademy, a consclentious pqdagogue ; now he felt the 5ic31re,
and likewise received official ‘encouragement, to travel. His first
important excursion was to the cap

- - capital of the province, Lo-yang,
now in Honan. What he saw in this busy place fascinated him,

especially the ancient court rituals and the ceremonies in the magnifi-
cent temples.

At Lo-yang, too, Was another source of attraction for
Confucius. Lao-Tze was there, then a man of eighty-seven. Less
than half his age, Confucius, though duly respectful, seems have
made less impression upon Lao-Tze than upon most other people.
In reply to some recondite questions about past history and ancient
men of wisdom, the old man expressed himself both forcibly and
frankly. “Those about whom you enquire,” he said, “have mouldered
with their bones into dust. When the hour of the great man has
struck he rises to leadership; but before his time has come he is
hampered in all that he attempts. I have heard that the successful
merchant carefully conceals his wealth, and acts as though he had
nothing—that the great man, though abounding in achievements,
is simple in his manners and appearance. Get rid of your pride and
your many ambitions, your affectation and your extravagant aims.
Your character gains nothing from all these. This is my advice to

b3

you.

It appears that Confucius took these words seriously to heart,
for when he returned to his school he conveyed his impression of
the old exile in the following vivid phrases: “I know how birds can
fly, fishes swim, and animals run. But the runner can be snared, the
swimmer hooked, and the flier shot by the arrow. But there is the
dragon—I cannot tell how he mounts on the wind through the

clouds, and rises to heaven. Today I have seen Lao-Tze, and can
compare him only to the_dragon.” Such was the tribute of the
philosopher of humanism to the apostle of mystic naturalism: a
tribute best described as that of tespectful incomprehension.

1f Confucius showed N0 personal diSpOsition to mystical thought,
he was aware of the fascination that such thought exerted over the
mass of mankind. It was not that he denied the existence of 2

transcendental world of spirit; it was rather that he gave_priofity to -
considerations of human government and welfare. As in his teach-
ing, so in his private speculations, he adopted the method of!
rational and logl.cal. enquiry. The cultivation of trance-states accord-)
ing to Yoga principles was something to which, after some eatly
~experiments, he refused ever after to apply himself. “I have spent
the whole day without food and the whole night without sleep in
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order to meditate. It was of no use. It is better to learn.”” Again and
again, when questioned about matters beyond immediate human
experience, Confucius answered in terms more downright than the
Buddha himself, though from very different motives, When his
disciple Tzu-Lu asked him to discourse on man’s duty to the spirits
of the departed, he replied, “While still unable to do your duty to
the living, how can you do your duty to the dead?”” And on another
occasion, when asked about the naturc of death itself, he answered,
perhaps begging the question slightly, “Not understanding life,
how can you presume to understand death?” Frequently his disciples
came under the criticisms and even the jeers of ascctic practitioners
of the simple and reclusive life: for hitherto the true sage had been
regarded as one who, the better to concentrate his thoughts, re-
nounced all contact with the world. To such gibes Confucius
always had a telling reply: “I cannot herd with birds and beasts,
and if I may not associate with mankind, with whom am I to
associate? If right rule prevailed in the world, I should not be
taking part in reforming it.”

In 517 B.C. a crisis occurred in the province of Lu. The duke,
who had been oppressed by some powerful chicftains, endeavoured
to reassert his authority. The conp failed. Confucius, thereby com-
promised, followed his master into exile. As they were making their
way to the neighbouring province of T’si, the sage and his disciples
came across an old woman weeping at a graveside. They asked het
what had happencd. She replied that at that same spot a triple
tragedy had occurred: her father-in-law, her husband, and finally
her son had all been killed by tigers. Having tried to console her,
Confucius enquired why her family had nevertheless decided to
settle in such a dangerous part of the country. “There is n0
oppressive government here,” she answered. Turning to his pupils,
Confucius remarked: “Take note of this. Opptessive government s
fiercer than a tiger.” \

On arrival at T’si, the duke at once received Confucius in
audience. The sage’s observations on the art of government pleased
him, and he considered appointing Confucius to high office. Oppo-
sitton came from the other ministers. They ridiculed the little band
of scholars as impractical pedants. As for Confucius himself, they
regarded him as nothing but an eccentric busybody, obsessed with
the n@ceties of etiquette. “It would take generations,” they said, “to
exhaust all that he knows about the ceremonics of going up and
going down.” Confucius stayed on for several years, but without
obtaining even minor government employment. Finally, on learning
;lhat the situation in Lu was somewhat improved, he returned

ome.
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The sage in office : exile

His patience was now rewarded. The new duke, Ting by name,
decided to try the experiment of entrusting affairs of state to some-
one without overt political ambition. The man who had observed
that “I am not concerned that I have no place: I am concerned
how I may fit myself for one,” was the obvious choice. In so1,
Confucius became chief magistrate or governor of the city of
Chung-tu. He forthwith sct t0 work. In a very short time, we are
told, an amazing social transformation occurred. The standard of
morality reached a height never before attained; the Golden Age
seemed to have returned. Public honesty was such that valuable
objects dropped in the street were either left or returned to their
owners: the people became astonished at their own virtue. Finding
the burden of government considerably lightened, the duke
promoted Confucius to the office of Minister of Public Works.
The new minister, determined to be practical, introduced measures
for surveying the land and improving agriculture. As a result,
prosperity rapidly followed upon.exemplary conduct. The duke, no
less delighted than his subjects, saddled Confiicius with further
responsibilities. Having been advanced to the office of Minister of
Justice and finally to that of Prime Minister, Confucius soon
wielded an authority second in name, and far superior in practice,
to that of Ting himself. At this point the Chinese records grow
lyrical. “Dishonesty and dissoluteness,” we read, “were ashamed
and hid their heads. Loyalty and good faith became the charac-
teristics of the men, and chastity and docility those of the women.:
Strangers came in crowds from other states. Confucius became the.
idol of the people.” An exaggeration, no doubt: but we have the’
commemorative pillars of Ashoka to prove that, given a ruler of]
powerful personality, such changes are not impossible. What is.
impossible, given human nature, is that they should endure.

Nor did they—though Confucius can hardly be held to blame.
The disruptive clement came not from within but from outside.
The rulers of states bordering upon Lu began to grow seriously
alarmed. Confucius’s achievement, which was even celebrated in
poetry, might cause oppressed peoples elsewhere to insist upon the
display of similar conduct on the patt of their rulers. These despots
were convinced neither of the benefits of public righteousness not
of the sincerity of its exponents in Lu. Feeljng it incumbent upon
him to do something drastic before the contagion of honesty. spread,
the Minister of T’si devised a scheme for setting Confucius and his
master one against the other. One day the Duke of Lu received a
sumptuous present. It consisted of eighty beautiful singing gitls or
courtezans, and one hundred and twenty horses. On learning the

Q
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nature of this gift, Confucius ordered that the entire party should be
lodged outside the capital. Unfortunately, one of the duke’s

“officials, who slipped out to inspect them, rcturned with a glowing

account of what he had seen. In spite of Confucius’s protcstations,
the duke yielded to temptation, and the girls were taken into the
royal harem. Festivities of a kind long abandoned ensued. Public
business, including the ritual sacrifices, was interrupted. Ignored
and humiliated, Confucius found he could do nothing. He chose the
most dignified way of showing his disgust, which was to ecmbark
once more upon the life of an exile. His comment on this fiasco was

apt. “I have never met,” he said, “one who loves virtue as he loves

beauty.”

His wanderings lasted for no less than thirtcen years. First of all
he decided to pay a visit to the state of Wei, where he felt he could
at least count upon the hospitality of his brother-in-law. The duke,
Ling by name, welcomed him at first with great respect. Confucius
was not merely féted as Plato was féted by the younger Dionysius
of Syracuse, but he was offered a substantial pension in kind. In
spite of this, he was to suffer the same disillusionment as Plato
himself. On acquaintance, Ling proved to be more of a blackguard
than Ting. Again Confucius decided to leave, but he met with su'ch
perils on the road that he was obliged to return, though with
reluctance, to Wei. Evidently the court were in no mood to welcome
him back, for the wife of the duke, Wan-Tzu, a lady of wanton
character, had always strongly objected to him. There was once a
statue in Paris of King Louis XV on horseback, surrounded by
figures of the four Virtues. The popular saying was, “Les Vertus
sont a pied, le Vice est a cheval.”” When Confucius drove in his carriage
b?}ﬁnd Wan-Tzu, the public comment was similar: ‘“Lust in front,
virtue behind.” As soon as he could manage it, Confucius took his
leave once more.

In company with the faithful disciple Tze-Kung, the now
aging philosopher experienced the most severe of all his trials.
Having incurred ridicule both from men of the world and from those
who posed as being other-worldly, he found himself tempted to

regard all men as potential enemies, From the highest office he had
sunk to the condition of an outlaw, the butt of ridicule, the target of
abuse, and on at lea'st one occasion the object of violence; for the
brother of one of his disciples nearly succeeded in killing the little
party outright by pulling down a tree in their path. Although no one
was hurt, the act was sufficient to scatter the alarmed disciples; for,
some time Confucius wandered about alone. When Tze-Kung
enquired of some peasants whether they had seen the Master, the
reply was that an old man “disconsglate as 2 stray dog” had
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been observed in the neighbourhood. On being later informed
of this description, Confucius laughed heartily. “Well put,” he
said. All his life Confucius seems to have retained.a_wry sense of
humour. o '

With so many disappointments and_rebuffs it is a wonder that
Confucius did not despair-.of. ever making himself permanently
useful to his fellows. But he never lost hope. “If there were any
princes who would employ me,” he once declared, “in the course of
twelve months I should have done something considerable. In three
years the government would be perfected.” He was always willing
to put his services at the disposal of anyone who required them, but
he refused to accept offers that might involve a compromise with
his principles. Thus although Duke Ling of Wei several times
invited him to return, Confucius accepted no place of distinction at
his court: absolute control or exile were the two poles between
which his public career continued to move. We cannot blame his
disciples for occasionally losing confidence in their Master, especi-
ally under the taunts or chidings of the hermits and ascetics whom
they so frequently met in the course of their peregrinations. “Rathet
than follow one who withdraws from this state and that state,” said
one aged hermit to Tzu-Lu, “had you not better follow those who
withdraw from the world altogether?” It seemed plausible advice,
but to Confucius despair of mankind was still the greatest of sins.
Nor did he feel that his wandering life was altogether uscless. The
world now knew him as a sage of remarkable character and deter-
mination, whom governments could exile but not silence, and whose
rejection by princes was a signal reproach to the waywardness of
mankind. Unknown to the countrymen of Confucius, a figure of
comparable wisdom was receiving even worse treatment in the
City-State of Athens. Except for a brief period, Socrates never
enjoyed public office; but at his trial he claimed the right, as a man
of wisdom and public spirit, to be supported at the public expense.

They gave him a month in gaol as an example, and then, for
economy’s sake, poisoned him.

Recognition and retirement
In spite of its reputation for savagery, the Orient has tended to

be less violent with its saints and sages than the Occident, which

possesses a somewhat black record in that tespect. The most power-

crazed of oriental despots have stayed their hand when confronted
with the Nab/. Croesus spared few of his rivals, but he spared Solon,

and Nebuchadnezzar spared Jeremiah; whereas Socrates was done

to death by the people to whom the Westetn World owes its highest
ideals of culture, and Christ was crucified by the people to whom we
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owe our highest conceptions of law. Several local tyrants of China
regarded Confucius as a menace to their authority or an obstacle to
their enjoyment of the spoils of oppression; but no ruler dared to
put him under arrest and cut off his head, though jealous ministers
often contrived to expose him to ridicule. In the end, however,
Confucius received a measure of recognition the more touching in
that it was extended from his home-state, that of Lu. Duke Ting
had long been dead of dancing-girls and other luxuries, and the
throne was occupied by Duke Gae. The latter sent the sixty-nine-
year-old philosopher some presents and an invitation to return
home. Confucius was overjoyed. In accepting the invitation, how-
ever, he made it clear that the days of his power were over. He

would advise, he would study, he would rest. Those who wished to

listen to him could do so. He was a tired but also a resi gned man.

He enjoyed five years of honourable and studious life at Lu
b;fore hq died. The ministers consulted him but did not seek to
disturb his repose. He was now able to undertake a work that he
had so long defetred as almost to have lost hope of accomplishing,
namely thg: .edlting of the famous “Classics”’. He also devoted his
time to writing a history of his people, to reclassifying the traditional

Odes, and to rearranging the ceremonial music. '

_ One morning the old man, now seventy-three, was observed to
tise from his couch with more than usual difficulty, and to shuffle
out of c_loors singing a sad song. The words were those of an Ode
for which he had always shown particular affection, but on this
occasion the disciples detected an ominous meaning in them:

“The great mountain must crumble,
The strong beam must break,
And the wise man wither away like a plant,”

He then gave some directions as to how his body should be buried,
being careful to specify the rites that were to accompany his funeral.
That his mind should have dwelt upon the niceties of ceremonial
was cbargctenstic; but his last words to his diéciples were to do with
Els mission, and might well have been spoken by the prophetic
_ transmitters” of every age: “No intelligent monarch arises: there
1s not one 1in the empirc that will make me his Master. My time has
come to die.”” He returned to his couch, lay thete for a week, and,
without uttering another wotd, died. The disciples buried him with
lf)nctldl;}‘u.}‘q_\gs attention to his directions, and, by building little shacks
Ityis zati?irrzg, prTcpared to moutn over his remains for scvera} yeats.
It at Tze-Kung, his most devoted follower, remained at

€ spot for as long as six years. The descendants of Confucius were
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in due course elevated to the rank of dukes, and the family flourishes
in China to this day.

We may learn a good deal about Confucius, the man, from his
recorded sayings or .Aualects. These sayings are terse, mordant,
sometimes a trifle sarcastic, never sentimental. That he showed
great pity for human suffering we know; but he liked best to
express his sentiments in action. When one of his friends had sus-
tained a personal loss, he ordered one of the horses of his carriage
to be loosed and presented to the mourning family. “I dislike the
thought,” he explained, “of my tears not being followed by practical
sympathy.” That was his habitual attitude. From the various
descriptions we have of him, and also from the majestic image at the
temple crected at his birthplace, we may assume that he was both
physically and mentally tough. Indeed, no man of poor physique or*
weak will could have survived the qrdeal of his Vatious terms of
exile. It is a curious turn of fate that the philosopher most attached
to ideas of decorum, good form, and social grace, should have been
obliged to spend so much of his life in the wilderness, deprived of
civilizing influences, condemned to be a displaced person, and
begging in vain to be emp]loyed to some purpose. Equally ironical,
perhaps, was the fact that Lao-Tze, who reputedly despised urban
life, should have been living, when encountered by Confucius, in
one of the biggest towns in China. Confucius has been accused,
against the testimony of his close friends, of overweening egoism.
He certainly made some statements which, if not exactly egoistic, do
not erg_on the side of modesty. “In a hamlet of ten arni]ies,”hffeﬁsaid
on one occasion, “there may be found one honourable and sincere
as I am, but not so fond of learning.” More celebrated is his remark:

At fifteen I set my mind upon wisdom. At thirty I stood firm. At
forty my ear was still docile. At seventy I could follow the desires .
of my heart without transgressing the right.” We can only affirm {.
that if a man has really attained to such a pitch of perfection, he is

entitled to say so. There are today about 550 millions who believe
him to have been justified.

The ““Classics”

The canonical books of the Confucian faith—for so we may
legitimately call it—are known as the Nine Classics. Five of them,
called the Five Ching, were probably the work of his own hand,
either in an author’s or in an editorial capacity. They consist of the
Li-Chi ot Book of Rights, a tepository of rules of propriety,
designed to inculcate spiritual as well as physical deportment. The
second was a commentary on the remarkable book to which we
have already referred, namely the I-Ching or Book of Changes. The
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third was the Shi-Ching or Book of Odes, another picce of editorial
work: these poems, though beautiful in themsclves, werc of obvious
didactic purpose. The fourth and fifth, the Chun Ch'in or Spring and
Auntumn Annals and the Shu-Ching or Book of History, treated the past
of the province of Lu and of the Chinesc Empire as an inspinng
record of heroism and order, thus bringing it into contrast \Ylth
the prevailing anarchy. So much for the dircct work of Confucius.
The remaining four Classics are compositions which, thoug}l
inspired by the Master, were written, so far as wc know, by his
disciples. Most famous of all are the Amalects (ot “fragments’’) to
which we have referred. These sayings, bearing the stamp of a single
personality, are probably as accurate a record of what the Master
said as the notes of Boswell. The next Shn, or Book, is that cntitled
the Ta-Hsueh or The Great Learning, which many scholars regard as
the clearest summary of the Confucian creed: parts of it, indeed,
may be by Confucius himself. The grandson of the sage, Kung Chi,
is considered to be the author of the Third Shx, the Chung Yung ot
Doctrine of the Steadfast Mean. The last is the Book of Mencins, named
after Confucius’s great disciple.
In The Great Learning, the Confucian ethic is parcd down to its
bare essentials. There is probably more concentrated wisdom, more
solid tenth, in this remarkable work than inamy-other philosophical
treatise, even though it may be wisdom of a worldly kind: Lao-Tze
would have dismissed it as folly, the more so in view of its pre-
_sumptuous. title. ““Things have their root and their branches,” says
the treatise, ““affairs have their end and their beginning. To know
what is first and what is last will lead one ncar to what is taught in
The Great Learning.” We are then told how the Ancients set about
ordering their kingdoms according to virtue. In order to achieve
public tranquillity, they discovered that they must first set 2 good
example in their family life, which in turn led them to a kind of
inquisition into their own, souls, culminating in the realization that
they must “extend to the utmost their knowledge”, until it pene-
trated to the heart of “reality” or the “nature of things”. In other
wortds, good government is not to be attained by the imposition of .
external regulations: on the contrary, it is to be attained only by
each individual, the governor as well as the governed, engaging in
self-caltivation according to the natural law of life. A vague aspira-
tion, sommié will say: for what is this natural law of life? That is a
yestion to which Confucius was mote reluctant to give an answet
than 1ao-Tze, who said that the law was Tao, or than Hsun-"gzte(;
who said that no such law existed. But Confucius, when pr’i?flethat

ive an answer to this problem, left 00 doublt mtfl ?gog(:\;:: conncc:
Tke his great predecessors, he was 21 apostle ot the
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tion. “I seek wwity, all pervading,” he once remarked apropos of
nothing, but in reality of everything. The reality of which he spoke
was not the less real for being inaccessible _to_the majority of
mankind. We must remember that, according to his own
admission, he was fifty years old before he understood “the laws
of heaven”.

To open a modetn text-book of ethics (which surely no one
would willingly do unless obliged to pass an examination) is” to
find oneself in a world totally different from that inhabited by the
great sages. In the first place, most text-books of this kind are
occupied exclusively with enquiry into the meaning of terms, such
as Right, Good, Duty, etc.: feigning_ a kind of academic unaware-
ness of what these notions can really convey, and frequently arriving
at the conclusion that they do convey nothing at all. The conception
of human conduct as somehow related to the world in which man
lives, virtuous action being that which is in harmony with some
divine purpose, has become so thoroughly alien to the Western
academic mind as almost to seem preposterous. Yet such is the
message, albeit sometimes difficult to decipher, of all the spiritual
leaders of mankind: nor would it appear that past civilizations
would have accorded a man this status unless he had made good his
claim to provide such enlightenment. The last great moralist after
Spinoza to preach a kind of universalism in ethics was Kant; but
Kant’s statement that we must “act so that the maxim of our con-
duct shall become a universal law” is a pale abstract regulation,
promulgated without reference to the purpose of nature and of a

world superior to nature.! Confucius made a remark very similar

to that of Kant. ‘““The Higher Man,” he said, “behaves so as to make
his conduct in all generations a universal law”’; but he uttered this
maxim against the background of the traditional wisdom that he did
so much to keep alive. It was not for nothing that he should have

spent the last years of his life studying the most ancient piece of
Chinese mctaphysmal thl.nkmg, the Book of Changes. The I-Ching, as
we have seen, is a treatise on

) the laws of heaven”; and if these
laws, as thus interpreted, appear obscure, nobody before or since
has pretended them to be ot

et I herwise. What is important is the
recognition of their ceaseless, if imperceptible, operation. As we

read in the Doctrine of the Steadfast Mean,® “what heaven has conferred
is called The Nature. An accordance with this Nature is called The

Path of Duty”..The point is hammered home until it takes on the
aspect of a platitude; but in fact it is a truth that counts above all

! The reader may wish slightly to qualify this remark in the light of our reference
to Kant in the section on Shankara, Chapter VI.

? Rendered incisively by Ezra Pound as “The Doctrine of the Unwobbling Pivot”.
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others. “Un;oll it, and it fills the universe; roll it up, and it retires
and lies hid in mysteriousness.”” A platitude is a truth that mankind
has been content thus to roll up and hide away. A platitude is the
product of a conspiracy between human inertia and verbalism.

Compromise and the Mean

iike the Buddha, whose faith has proved thc most powerful

competitor to the doctrine of decorum and the Mean, Confucius
W?s awate even t% the point of over-simplification of the necessity
o con}pliormse. o the common people he preached a doctrine
that might be understood without-recourse ta philosophical subtle-
gs.dlie ir;lade all%wance for the incapacity of most men to appre-
end truths outside their i i cyort ¢ :
éarnestly -to the duti eir immediate experience. “To give oneself ™
y e duties of men, and, whi i iri
beinizs to k > , while respecting spiritual
gs, to keep aloof from them—that is wisdom.” It is. indeed, if
you have in r.mnd the bulk of humanity. Wit} h ame et o
keeping within the normal range of oonn the same O.b]e(:t 9f
emphasis upon the virtue of fan’%il ) lfkp§r1encc, 'Confucms laic
filial piety. In the family he s \h}_{ SO dan_ty .and in particular of
continuity. It is here t]?lrat viftW tbe natural Ginit of both order and
The abstfact theorist mav red ue becomes concrete, duty a reality.
common humanity willycon;l' ce ethics to a few rules of expediency:
sages, even if more in the bmuii to respect the teachings of the
fucian teaching h reach than the obscrvance. The Con-
that all g has entered so deeply into th i ;
at all other doctrines have b py into the Chinese mentality
compromise with it. Whe hjeen-Obthd, by a kind of irony, to
futility of trying to conquer o s thE s e ey
SOMELIMES appear to have i mind thr ckcr g ORI ey
Strategists, speaki n mind the sheer vastness of the countr
think th ng knowmgl of «] 1i country.
nk they have thus settled thy ong lines of communication”,
quening’ 2 people such as the Ceh'mattcr" But the difficulty of “con-
retains any meaning) is the di frlnese (if the notion of conquest still
! deeply-instilled andal fficulty of breaking the power of ¢
communication” wl almost unconscious ethic. The “long lines of
el whe which play a vital past in such a process are the
channels wherehy a realist doctrine of social responstbility has been
handed d.own for two.and a half millennia. Break that, and you will
have achieved a victory without parallel in history. But we have yet
y P y. bu v
to see whether, at the moment that your ““pacification” or your
coxglun_lzatlon” scems complete, it has not broken you.
bcyoncftt }tlhc death of Confucius, his tcaching achieved a success far
e Vio]encc éngfglcst expectations of its founder: how great a success
the doctrines of Eﬁrtz&n opposition movements can best testify. As
e Mean, the Golden Rule (“do unto othets as you

would have them do to you”), and the ideal of Filial Piety sceped

AN
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into the public consciousness, so a new aristocracy of Confucian
scholars was gradually formed. Nor were these scholars necessarily
men of retiring or hermit-like disposition: the ideal of the philoso-
pher king, or rather the ministerial sage, was always before them.
Likewise, the Master’s example in founding a school was followed
by men of public spirit all over the country. Such schools, though
often reducing the living teaching to absurdly formal patterns,
preserved art and learning and therefore civilization through many
centuries of disorder and indifference. For civilization, never at any
time in great public demand, is obliged at different epochs to be
content with teaching itself to itself, just as the exiled Confucius
kept up his spirits by rehearsing the Odes for his own amusement,
and playing his lute. While a number of rulers adopted a nominal
Confucian doctrine as the official creed of their state, others, follow-
ing the susceptible Duke Ting, burked at the obligation to set a
shining moral example to their subjects. They were content to
proclaim rigorous laws and see to their enforcement upon others.
The Emperor Shih Huang-ti (221-211 B.C.), wishing to demonstrate
that history began with himself and resenting the influence of
Confucius’s doctrines (as well as all others), ordered a gigantic
“Burning of the Books”. The act was largely symbolic: as”an
attempt to destroy learning it was futile. Many scholars had the
Confucian scriptures by heart. Others, at great personal risk, hid
the split-bamboo packets against a more enlightened reign. Having
ruled for a brief period, Shih Huang-ti was fortunately succeeded by
just the monarch for whom the scholars had been waiting. Wu Ti,
by way of reaction, proclaimed the Confucian doctrine the official
religion of the state in 136 B.C. The Master was in effect elevated to
the status of a divinity.

In due course Confucianism began to spread to other countries.
Taoism and later on Buddhism exerted a profound influence on the
Chinese mind; but whereas Buddhism had been driven from India
by a more belligerent doctrine, its diffusion throughout China did
not weaken to the same extent the hold of Confucianism, which

roved too “natural” and congenial a philosophy to be eliminated,
and which will perhaps outlast every creed that seeks to take root

in the minds of that most ethical, because Confucian, of people.

Wisdom gennine and connterfeit
A concentrated study of Indian and Chinese philosophy, viewed

out of its historical context, may lead one to suppose that Hindustag
and the Middle Kingdom! were crowded with little Pfirlce]ing s

11.e. Chung-Kno. China is sometimes called also Chung-hwa-kuo—“Middle Flowery
Kingdom”.
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round whom philosophers buzzed like gadflics, secking to influence
affairs of state, proffering gratuitous advice, and losing no oppor-
tunity for admonition. The impression neceds to be corrected by
reflecting upon the size of the country, the absence of communi-
cations and the comparatively small areas over which effective
government could be exercised. Granted such conditions, however,
we cannot help being once more struck by the fact that, in contrast
to our own times, the five centuries preceding the birth of Christ
saw the rise of more world philosophies than all the years that have

followed. In a recent book, Professor Karl Jaspers has endeavoured
to show that the contemporaneity,

to employ the term s hat

: ploy omewha
a%%silg, of sugh men as Buddha, Confucius, I.ao-Tzc, Zoroaster,
e c Shecolf)l Isaiah, indicates a common and related movement
ought throughout the oriental world. If so. such a movement

has ncver been rep :

cated; nor is it ever lik i
e ely to be explained. There
i5 one possibility, on the other hand, which the study of pre-history

fias, rendered more plausible than it would have been considered a
(i apo: namely that the ancient world was pethaps less iso-
| | i we CoOMetTes SUpPPose. Uravel may have been dxfﬁcultci
e L above all stows bt immense distances were covere
hazardous, anad 1 eroups. The slowness may have been an
by both individuals and & 1:'k Morcover, a long journey Was
anect: modern travel 1s t(')() qul.C i .l ; ()untcd to taking up
commcthing to be accomplished in stages; 1t am detcrmined:-
an abode at a series of poinrs ﬂlong a linc not alwnys pIC 3 't or
It consisted not so much of leaving vour home as of moving i,
at least of establishing new ones. Nor were these interim dwellings
nccessarily as provisional as the camps of a tribe of nomads. Many
of the castles built throughout the Middle East by the Crusaders, to
take a later example fr<?m European history, are good for another
(housand years if we discount the possibility of deliberate demoli-
(ion. The “conquest of distance”—a victory not two centuries old—

) . ; i i es
mav have exerted from a psy chological point (?f view much lh s
S bringing the tight man aid the right ideas together
influcnce upon bringing . ; I apostles of Free
than the pioneers of locomotion and flight, and aposties o ot
Trade such as Cobden, hoped. What distance has CP“quefed s 0

ionorance but mature reflection, just as the invention of.thc type-
writer has meant that we now write half a dozen letters mstcr}d Y
onc. In short, pre-industrial travel may have been as effective 2

transmitter in space as the oral tradition was an effective preservet
in timec.

Tt follows that if the influence of individual philosophers has on
occasion been c?(aggcrate:d, we must not fall into the opposite error
of underestimating such influence. We know that in India and China
philosophy was respectable and respected, because it paid men
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pretend to philosophical ability even when they did not possess it,
except in a very debased form. Although modern rulers, especially
in times of war, may sometimes consult psychologists, no Western
ruler has ever been known to put himself under the tutelage of a
major philosopher. The modern passion for administration, which
produces committees of advisers on technical questions, has com-
pletely obscured the more fundamental problem of what is good
government. In the centuries following the death of Confucius,
Chinese society was much influenced by men resembling in their
methods the Greek Sophists; the so-called Dialecticians and
Logicians (Pien Che and Ming Chia, as their schools were respectively
called). These men were not necessarily all charlatans, any more than
our modern advertisers are all liars; but having set themselves up as
purveyors of wisdom and experts in controversy they were obliged
to lay claim to an omniscience which, had they been genuine
spiritual leaders, they would have been the first to disown. Once
you turn philosophy into a business, your aim ceases to be the
pursult of truth or the achievement of wisdom and becomes rather
the maintenance of solvency. Such commercial philosophy provides
convincing evidence of the prestige in which sagacity was held: the
Western World tends to accord a similar pre-eminence to prosperity,
in spite of the mild protest of the Churches.

Among the sages that gravitated towards the city of Lo-Yang
were some who more nearly conformed to the traditional idea of the
sage. There were men such as Mo Ti (¢. 450 B.C.) who, in addition to
being a logician, preached a gospel of universal brotherhood based
upon the contention that men are by nature good: his books,
considered subversive of good government and authority, were
burnt together with the works of Confucius by the Emperor Shih
Huang-ti. There was Yang Chu (¢. 390 B.C.) an opponent of hoth
Confucius and Mo Ti, who believed that since life was_inherently
evil and pointless we should endeavour to extract from experience
as much pleasure as possible, without regard to the feelings of others.
His argument, stated more incisively than it has ever been since, wag
that the “good name” of which the moralists speak is a figment. To
whom is it good? For whom is it left behind? A maﬁ'ﬁgy toil and
sacrifice, engage in fasts and prayer, perform innumerable good
works. So far so good. When he dies he may be revered as a saint.
Men may even begin to worship him. But of what use t6 i is all
this posthumous adulation? He is not there to enjoy it. “Such fame,”
says Yang Chu, “is what no one who cares for what is real would
choose. Celebrate him—he does not know it. Reward him—he does
not know it. His fame is no more to him than to the trunk of a tree,
or a clod of earth.” On the other hand there may be ‘men who,
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having the power and the means, live a lifc of unbridled self-
indulgence. After their death their names arc held in cxecration.
They become models ot epitomes of tyranny, rapaciousncss, and
lust, But what cffect can such evil reputation have upon them? None
at all. “Reproach them—they do not know it. Their ill-fame 1s no
mote to them than to the trunk of a trec or a clod of carth.” In short,
since good and evil reputation are equally meaningless, there is 10
point in concerning oneself with moral virtue in life. The only
nlaality is the fulfilment of desire, here and now, and for oneself
alone.

Mencius

To sages with a decper sense of moral responsibility, such a
gospel represented 2 serious danger to society. Like the idealism of
Mo Ti, it could not be put into practice without bringing about
anarchy. It is the cthical doctrine of the solipsist. Mencius, the great
disciple of Confucius, regarded his life’s work as an attempt to
combat the two gospels, between which he saw little to choose:
““The ‘words of Yang Chu and Mo Ti fill the world. If you listen tO
people’s discourses about it, you will find that they have adopted
t}}e views of the one or the other. Now Yang’s principle is Bach for
hlm,self’j—-\yhich does not acknowledge the claims of the sovereign.
Mo’s principle is ‘to love all equally’—which docs not acknowledge
the peculiar affection due to a father. To acknowledge neithet king
nor father is to be ig the state of a beast. If their principles a1¢ not
stoppgd and the principles of Confucius set forth, theit perverse -
speaking will delude the people, and stop up the {):Hh of benevo-
fdnc;:fesiniyn%?tfouine;&f ... I am alarmed by these things and

self to the defen i

o o oese Yang and M oc?.’ of the doctrines of the former Sages
MenTc}ile ?b}:)ive passage reveals one of the outstanding qualities Qf
o u&: ; s sanity or, what comes to the same thing, his pursuit
cf) . l\z olden Mean. We observe also another quality, humility:
P(:uhie??us claimed no patticular originality for what he taught-
s life he sought to further the doctrines of Confucius, whom he
fieiggrded is the greatest teacher the world had known. He was of
la:ernguls cfllC%u birth. By name Mang Ho, the imperial government
v caused him to be known as Mang-tze, which means Mang, the
3 astef. Ha.v1.ng converted Kung-fu-Tze into Confucius, the Western
octors latinized Mang-Tze into Mencius. He was born in 372 B.C.,

about a century after Confucius’s death.

The formatlye influence in Mencius’s life was his mother, whose
husba{ld had died when the boy was very young. She represents
in Chinese tradition the model of motherhood, and her son the
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model of filial piety. Many stories are told of her devotion and care
for her son’s welfare. On one occasion, grieved to see him idle, she
deliberately severed the thread of her shuttle as he watched her at
work. He enquired the reason for this unexpected act. She explained
that it represented his own failure to concentrate on his studies, so
that his life consisted of unco-ordinated bits and pieces. The lesson
proved effective. Mencius became a conscientious student, and in
due course followed in his Master’s footsteps by starting a school of
his own.

The authorities from whom he profited most were themselves
pupils of Confucius’s grandson. Mencius forthwith determined not
merely to live according to the wisdom of the Master but to follow
a similar career. He lived to a great age, dying at eighty-four, and
spent his active years at the courts of princes, sometimes holding
office and sometimes merely seeking to influence those who did so.
We gather that he met with many disappointments, though not mote
than Confucius himself or than his own contemporary, Plato. In old
age he decided to set down the results of his reflections, and these
form the fourth Confucian “Classic”, which, as we saw, is named
after him.

At first sight the fundamental principle of Mencius’s philosophy
bears a strong resemblance to that of Mo Ti, for Mencius believed
that human nature is at heart good. But he did not subscribe to:the
naive view that men, left to themselves, will automatically do what
is right. What he maintained was that they have thé capacity, well
within their reach, to exercise benevolence and to train themselves
to make the correct responses. “‘Speaking realistically,” he wrote, “it
is possible for men to be good, and that is what I mean when I say
that man’s nature is good. If they become evil, it is not the fault of
their natural powers. Thus all men have a sense of compassion, also
a sense of shame over wickedness, a sense of reverence, and a sense
of truth and error. The sense of compassion is equivalent to indi-
vidual morality, the sense of shame to public morality, the sense
of reverence to ritual propriety, and the sense of right and wrong
equals wisdom.” He refers to these faculties as the “four tender
shoots” of human nature. The expression is apt. Man is inherently
endowed with these good impulses; but they are sensitive growths
which must be tended and cared for. Rough handling and an
unfavourable environment will deform and even destroy them. ~

Because he believed that human beings were capable of organiz-
ing the good life in society, Mencius did not hesitate to advocate the
overthrow of princes whose rule was inherently opptessive. “The
people,” he declated, “are the most important element’in a nation:
the sovereign is the lightest.” A man needed to have courage to



2 . D D
54 THE GREAT PHILOSOPHERS: THE EASTERN WORLD

(1;1;2‘1.11;(; Zggl; Is_;atcments in public, and Mencius was supremely
chicfg ous. Fe argued the matter with kings. “Suppose that the
Srould you deat i s T B s oo b N
NS A 1: e king said, Dismiss him.” Mencius

g R within the four borders of your kingdom there 15 not
good government, what is to be done?” The king looked to the right
and left and spoke of other matters. The sccond principle to which
Mencius gave emphasis was that of filial picty, the bulwark of the
Confucian tradition, which was to bind Chinesc socicty togcther fof
more than two thousand years. “The desire of the child,” sai
Mch}us, “is towards his father and mother. When he bcecomes
conscious of the attractions of beauty, his desire is towards young
and beautiful women. When he comes to have a wife and children,
his desire is towards them. When he obtains office, his desire is
towards his sovercign. . . . But the man of great Jileal piety 10 the end of
his life has his desire towards bis parent.” ‘

Confucius and Mencius exerted permanent influence OVer
Chinese civilization because their doctrine, for all its prudence, was
essentially one of hope, based upon faith in human nature. SUC
faith can easily be belittled and made subjcct to ridiculc: for huma?
nature can always be invoked in discredit of itsclf. The most
powerful criticism of Mencius’s doctrine was that levelled ﬂgains-.t it
by a contemporary called Hsun-Tze, who is thought to have
about 235 B.C. According to this philosopher, human natus¢
thoroughly evil. While Mencius had pointed to the “four tendes
shoots” of ‘human nature, Hsun-Tze pointcd to as many thorns:
Above all he drew attention to the fact, difficult cnough to confut®
that human beings werc animated by an ineradicable acquiSiiivgn ess,

hat avali€
2

a desire for power and’gain. Against such an instinct, i
benevolence and kindness? ““There belongs (to human natutc),
said, “even at birth, the love of gain; and as actions are in acco’
ance with this, contentions and robberies grow up and self-de? yio
and yielding to others are not to be found. There b it e
and dislike; and as actions are in accordance with thesc, 1&¥ theif

and disorder spring up, and righteousness and propriety, W

-

> ..y . .
follow man’s nature and yi€ld obedience to its feelings Wi assur=: s
conduct to contentions and robberies, to the violation of dut! s
belonging to every one’s lot, and the confounding of all distinctio™

till the issue be a state of savagery.”

What was Hsun-Tze’s remedy for this state of affairs? He b
none. He had merely a palliative. The acquisitive desires could ne}’e’
be rooted out. They might simply be kept within bounds- Iﬁsgjig

n

tions were necessary. ‘““The sage kings of antiquity, understa

was-—

toit €
Clong ness )

1 t
various ordetly displays, are not to be found. It thus appears that £2.
suredly:
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that the nature of man was thus evil, set up the principles of
+ righteousness and propriety, and framed laws and regulations to
straighten and ornament the feelings of that nature and correct
them.” The European thinker who most resembles Hsun-Tze is
undoubtedly Thomas Hobbes, who held a similar view of human
nature and prescribed the same kind of remedies for its short-

comings.

Chnang-Te
We have no evidence to suggest that Hsun-Tze ever met the

great Taoist philosopher Chuang-Tze, but the two were contem-
poraties, and they frequented the same courtly circles. We should
certainly have heard of any such meeting, because it would have
resulted in a disputation far more heated, we may suppose, than
that in which Confucius and Lao-Tze engaged. Chuang-1ze has been
called the St. Paul of the Taoist faith, and the description is just. His
work is a restatement of the doctrine of Inaction in terms at once
profound and elegant, for Chuang-Tze was a master of language and
gifted with a poetic imagination. He was born in the province of
Sung in the 3rd century B.C. Although several times offered
important positions, he preferred to live a life of quiet teaching and
meditation. To the emissaries sent by the Duke of Wei, who offered
him the post of Prime Minister, he replied in terms which ensured
that the invitation would not be repeated: “Go away quickly, and
do not soil me with your presence. I would rather amuse and enjoy
myself in a filthy ditch than be subject to the rules and restrictions
in the court of a sovereign,” It is reported that he did not trouble
even to.turn round from his fishing when the kmg. of Kh}l sent two
officials offering him supreme control of _aH his territories. In
comparison, Confucius appears like an ambitious place-secker.
Chuang-Tze attacked the idea of government even more vehem-
ently than his master Lao-Tze hlms_elf.““There has been such }2)1
thing as letting mankind alopc,” he said; “‘there has never been s';c
a thing as governing mankind.” He quotes the answer of Lao-Tze
to one of his disciples who enquired how, on such a theory, men

were to be kept in order. “Be careful not to interfere with the

eart of men. Man’s heart may be forced
y gentleness the

-al goodness of the h
gg:::laf)f stirred up. In each case the issue is fatal. By gentle il
hardest heart may be softened. But try to cut and polish lfjl—l s

low like fire or freeze like ice. In the twinkling of an C)’ed‘]t “S'IUHP in
beyond the limits of the Four Seas. In repose, p rofou; }171 binc’l———
motion, far away in the sky. No bolt can bar, no bond ca ended:

h is ’the human heart.” An absolute quietism is rea?nlllﬁils with-
& ‘s‘%chefiSh that which is within you, and shut off that whic
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out: for much knowledge is a curse.” Conscquently, all the conven-
tional values are seen to be snares and delusions. “Appeal to arms is
the lowest form of virtue. Rewards and punishments are the lowest
form of education. Cercmonies and laws are the lowest form of
government. Music and fine clothes are the lowest form of happi-
ness. Weeping and mourning are the lowest form of grief.” The
true sage, on the other hand, “places himsclf outside the universe,
beyond all creation, where his soul is free from care. Apprehending
Tao, he is in accord with virtue. He lcaves charity and duty to one’s
neighbour alone. He treats ceremonies and music as adventitious.
And so the mind of the perfect man is at peace.” Is such a condition
the same as that which men call happiness? Yes, answers Chuang-
Tze; but there is a counterfeit happiness of which we should
beware. “I make truc pleasure,” he says, “to consist in inaction,
which the world regards as great pain. Thus it has been said:
‘Perfect happiness is the absence of happiness: perfect renown is the
absence of renown.” Now in this sublunary world of ours it is
impossible to assign positive and negative absolutely. Nevertheless;
in inaction they can be so assigned. Perfect happiness and preserva-
tion of life are to be sought for only in inaction.”” And the argument
culminates in a passage of great beauty. “Let us consider. Heaven
does nothing, yet it is clear. Earth does nothing, yet it enjoys
repose. From the inaction of these two proceed all the modification
of things. How vast, how infinite, how vast, yet without form! The
endless variety of things around us all spring from inaction. There-
fore it has been said, ‘Heaven and earth do nothing, yet there is
nothing which they do not accomplish.” But among men, who can
attain to inaction?” '

We find in the work of Chuang-T'zc a strong vein of mysticism.__,
To some extent this is reminiscent of Buddhist thought; and
perhaps the originality and fascination 6f Chuang-Tze resides in
this blend of fancy and commonsense. “Those who dream of the
banquet, wake to lamentation and sorrow. Those who dream of
lamentation and sorrow, wake to join the hunt. While they dream
they do not know that they dream. Some will even interpret the
very dream that they are dreaming‘; and only when they are awake
do they know it was a dream. By and by comes the Great Awaken-
ing, and then we find out that this life is really a great dream. Fools
think that they are awake now.” The passage ends with an image
that blurs the distinction between reality and illusion. “Once upon
a time I, Chuang-Tze, dreamt I was a butterfly, fluttering hither and

- thither, to all intents and purposes a butterfly. I was conscious only
of followirig my.fahcies as a 'butterﬁy, and was unconscious of my
individuality as a man. Suddenly 1 awaked, and there I lay, myself
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again. Now 1 do not know whether I was then a man dreaming I
was a butterfly, or whether I am now a butterfly dreaming I am a
man.”

Yet we must not suppose Chuang-Tze to have been lacking in
shrewdness or even humour. Interspersed with the lyrical passages
on the naturc of Tao there is much brute commonsense—a tough-
ness that is Confucian or, more accurately, that is inherently Chinese:
witness the reply of Chuang-Tze to his disciples when they expressed
the wish to give him an elaborate funeral. “We fear,” they had said,
“lest the carrion kite should eat the body of our Master.” “Above
ground,” said the dying man, ““I shall be food for kites; below I shall
be food for mole-crickets and ants. Why rot one to feed the other?”
But what better summary of Chinese wisdom can be found than the
words quoted by Chuang-Tze of his Master, ““The art of preserving”'“‘i
life consists in being able to keep all in One, to lose nothing, to *
estimate good and evil without divination, to know when to stop,
and how much is enough, to leave others alopne and attend to :
oneself, to be without cares and without knowledge—to be in fact
as a child.” All the profound philosophies of the world hoil down in
the end to something like that, in violent contrast to the conclusions
of the pseudo-philosophies. And Lao-TZe is reported to have gone
on to elaborate what he meant by living as a child, arriving at the
summit of Chinese wisdom: “A child acts without knowing what
it does; moves without knowing whither. Its body is like 2 dry
branch; its heart like dead ashes. Thus good and evil fortune find
no lodgement therein; and there where good and evil fortunes are
not, how can the troubles of mortality be? Those whose heatts are
in a state of repose give forth a divine radiance, by the light of which
they see themselves as they are. And only by cultivating such repose
can man attain to the constant. Those who are sought after by men
are assisted by God. Those who are sought after by men ate the
people of God. Those who ate assisted by God are His chosen
children.

“To study this is to study what cannot be learnt. To practise}:
this is to practise what can never be accomplished, To discuss thjas}
is to discuss what can never be proved. Let knowledge stop at th
unknowable. That is perfection.”
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MOHAMMIED

The Unigueness of Islam
AN’S Faith j :

histoiyl; f;;(t)l:ltuxlv 133:1;1{5 t(l};cn 2%rods is the one factor {'n human
have been periods. o L gerous to make prophesies. There
Christinnis periods—of which the present may be one—in which
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Pope Lea X aot ccovery secmed impossible. Whe‘fher
Pe Lco X actually committed himsclf to the statement that “the
myth of Christ hath brought much gain” is doubtful. Sufficient
cvidence of the infidelity of the age lics in the fact that such a
rqmark could be attributed, without a sense of outrage, to the
vicegerent of God and successor of St. Peter. Similarly, there
have been periods—of which the present may equally be one—in
n into the sand from which,

which the Islamic faith seems to have ru
at an uncxpected moment, it originally issued. Are we therefore to
look upon the religion of the Prophet as moribund? We should be
as foolish to do so as to attempt to speculate upon the circum-

stances of its revival. '
In many ways the faith of Islam is unique. It is unique not in the
sense that it owes little to any other faith—for the reverse is true. t
is unique in the same sense that it is the one post-Christian faith t©
have achieved and for centuries maintained world influence, whil€
remaining alive and fertile in the land of its origin. The centré ©
gravity of almost every other faith has shifted, sometimes by mﬁ}"
thousands of miles. The path to Rome, for example, is mor¢ hris
quently traversed by Catholics than the path to Jerusalem, W_;“‘;_m_
crowded with the returning exiles of an earlier faith. But the pl'& -
ace to Mecca is still incumbent upon all true Moslems Wl}gvcr "
ourney, justas the ceremonial language of Moslems © oot
11 Arabic, whether the faithful can understand it 0f o
' bout the Islamic faith, or mose Stf -
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aChlIne§>ehsag<:s. But Mohammed beg.ins with himself. He had neither
0 Isaiah nor even a John the Baptist. Nor, apart from the Khalifs
had he any successors. Of all the great apostles of the divine connec.
tion he was the one whose great influence upon history might least
have been anticipated.

Such empbhasis upon Mohammed’s unique historical mission has
received a sharp challenge in certain quarters. What, it is asked, is so
remarkgble about the career of this leader of men? A close study of
the society in which he lived reveals that his “religion”—if it was
that, and not rather a political ruse—can be explained in very simple
terms. It came at a time when its utility was most evident. It seems
to have been devised to meet a particular set of conditions. In short,
It was a historical necessity. That is one reason for disposing of the
view that its origin is in some way mysterious. The second reason,
perhaps more plausible because more in harmony with modern
trends of thought, 1§ psychological. The “appeal” of Islam to a
desert community is obvious. The conditions of the desert, we are
often told, conduce to uaity of thought, to concentration upon
essentials, and thérefore to an inclination towards monotheism.

Do they indeed? If so, the theory raises some curious reflections.
Even allowing for a period in which the process of soil desiccation
and erosion was much less advanced, the desert is a great deal older
than Islam. It may be as old as the human race, which, however
ancient as a species, has probably enjoyed about a million years of
sub-civilization, and not less than ten thousand years of culture.!
But the desert, it appears, had to wait until the 7th century A.D.
before it “‘generated” the monotheism that is appropriate to It.
Such arguments, as we have already seen, explain nothing. To those
who know it, the desert is a crowded, oppressive place. The terrors
of loneliness are more likely to be experienced in the heart of a great
metropolis. \ .

; Thpe remarkable unification of the Arabian tribes for which
Mohammed was responsible might suggest that in his day, or during
his youth, Arabian society was particularly sixsumtcd- We m.u;t f{l ot
forget, however, that even today Arabia is a country Wit s:
stable centres and a largely. fluid population. In this respect it 11131 ch
serves, as few other countries have done, the conditions ;nmv; .
all human societies have existed for much the greater pat o hiesﬂo 1);1
Only with the Industrial Revolution in the West, and thf n glan Zn
England, has the average man ceased to be a coun trjfnc he has

become a townsman: we fail to appreciate how short 2

had to become adjusted to urban conditions.

ty-ﬂvc-century—old art of Lascaux

1 Or much more, if we take into account the twen
in the Dordogne.
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In A.D. 570. Along the trade-route to the north lay another floutis®”

Ing city, Mccca, which had been dominated during the 4th century
by a powerful tribe called the Quarash. .o of

- Mecca was not simply a commercial centre for the trading .
spices, silk, ivory, and precious stoncs. Like Saba, it was 2 tef{n tgis
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;:;glgan Ca%lecll{ Kadijah. This was the foundation of his fortunes. As
di[Tercw work brought him into contact with merchants of many
ent nations, Mohammed was not slow to realize the backward
f_tate of his own country compared with the powerful empires ruled
rom Byzantium and Persia. No doubt he was impressed initially by
t‘hc fact that order and stability promoted wealth; but, being of a
lieﬂectlve turn .o'f mmd,’ he was equally struck by the contrast
between the religious beliefs of some of these foreign communities
and the crude polytheism of his. own countrymen. For just as he
began to acquire knowledge of the great wotld empires, so he came
to learn of the so-called world religions: it is certain that he mixed
freely with Zoroastrians, Christians, and Jews. He may indeed have
been attracted to one or other of these sects without penetrating
very deeply into its tenets: or he may have been principally attracted
by what was cotnmon to all three faiths, namely thefr grasp of certain
basic spiritual facts, such as the struggle between gcod and evil
forces, represented by Ahura Mazda and Ahriman, Jehovah and
Lucifer, Christ and Satan. There were strong Jewish communities™
in southern Arabia and at Medina, while Christian ideas, especially
in their monophysite form, had begun to penetrate Arabia in the
sth century. Mohammed describes both Jews and Christians as the
“people of the Book”, but it is unlikely that he knew the Bible at
first hand. There is teason to think that the same is true of some of
his Christian contemporaries. _
It is tempting, and indeed legitimate, to draw a comparison
between Mohammed and Abraham. Both were inhab{tants of a
temple city, a civic theocracy. Both were eatly engaged in the kind
of trade that enabled them to acquire both considerable experience
of the outer world and marked independence of mind. Both were
obliged, at a critical moment _of their lives, to quit the city of tl}clr
birth and to seek their fortunes elsewhere. Both felt the necessity,
once this uprooting had taken place, of dissociating themselves from
their formal convictions and following a different faith. Finally,
each believed himself to be the vehicle of a special revelation from
heaven. Now the faith in question was not necessarily a new faith.
It was an old faith. The faith of Abraham was faith in the god
of his fathers. The faith of Mohammed was the faith of Father
Abraham. .
Ab Mohammed’s youth and eatly manhood were "qvgtﬂyﬂcﬂlﬁed
with business. So assiduously did he serve his mistress that in h‘;:
course she agreed, though fifteen years his semol.;,1 ;;'r :icigg‘fnan’

; . i
ife. The martiage proved a success. Mohammed, 1
s o ambitions were satisfied. To

stablished a large family. His wordly ambitions were SAtorz - .
fl:eamcn of his ra%:e and community he repréesented the kind of being
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revelation, an Islamic empire had been established whi
metely threatened with destruction all the empires of the wor(ig, 11313:
continued for centuries to exert pressure upon Christian Europe
f'rczixlp at least three fronts. At its height this empire stretched from
ndia to the neighbourhood of Poitiers, By belittling the cause,
rationalism renders itself correspondingly less able to explain the
effect, It may finally be more reasonable, if less rationalistic, to admit
the possibility of supernatural intervention than to pile upon
naturalism a load greater than it can bear.

The fact that his mission as Prophet was announced to him by
the Archangel Gabriel disposes of ‘the view that Mohammed was
commissioned to preach to mankind a new faith. While interested in
the beliefs of the Jews and Christians, he regarded these beliefs as
themselves deformations of the pure monotheism preached by the
Father of Semitic teligion, Abraham. If the Koran bears evidence
that Mohammed misunderstood Christianity, it is at least as reason-
able to suppose that the Christians whom he met were responsible
for this misapprehension as that he was obstinately stupid. He
believed that his mission was similar to that of the great Prophets
who had succeeded Abraham: above all, Moses and Jesus. For a
time, it seems, he imagined that “the people of the Book™ could be
brought to a truer understanding of their own fundamental beliefs,
thereby enabling his people to unite with others in worship of the
true God. Only with the passage of years did he come to the. view
that it was his duty to give to his people a new Book.

First converts

It was to Kadijah that he first confided the substance of the
revelations he had received. Filled with awe and en.thl.lszasm, she
forthwith became her husband’s first convert and disciple. Othczr
members of his family followed her example, above all his uncle’s
son Ali. His guardian, being essentially worldly in outlook, was less
certain. An eatly convert outside the family circle was Abu Be}n;, a
man who exerted great influence in the Quarash tribe -and who h'itle;
came to succeed the Prophet himself. Even so, the faith mage e
headway at first among the bulk of the people of Mecca. In ceea’s
met with considerable opposition, especially from Mohamm
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severe, made no immediate appeal. Bearing in mind the statements
made concerning the aptitude of the desert-bound Bedouin for
monotheism, we may recall with intcrest Mohammed’s own opinion
on this subject: “The Arabs of the desert are most stout in unbelief
and dissimulation, and it is not likely that they should be aware of
the laws which God has sent down to his apostle” (Koran, sura 1X).
Mohammed, like Abraham, was at hecart cssentially a townsman.

Some idea of the slowness with which the faith made headway
may be judged from the fact that during the next four years
Mohammed made only forty converts. The mission of Christ, it may
be remembered, was completed in three ycars. As men doubted
Mohammed and his claims, so on occasion he doubted himself. He
even abandoned Mecca, retiring for several years to a safe place in
the country of his uncle’s choosing; for the latter, though sceptical,
stood by him in all his trials. His return, though indicating the
passing of public displeasure, was followed by p;ivatc misfortune.
Both Kadijah and his uncle died. He suflered moncy troubles. It
seemed as if the visions and the voice had altogether misled him.

Twelve years from the time of the first revelation, however, a
significant event occurred. A group of pilgrims rcached Mccca from
the town of Yathreb, which was situated about two hundred and
fifty miles to the north. They sought out Mohammed, whose fame
had spread as far as the rival city, and pledged themselves to accept
his doctrine, agreeing to renounce idolatry, fornication, the exposure
of children at birth (a custom among those unable to afford their
upkeep), and other pagan habits. This mission, numerically so
insignificant, was followed by others. The men of Yathreb were
eager both to learn and to spread the gospel among their fellows.
Such enthusiasm was something to which Mohammed had not been
accustomed. It dawned upon him that he might do well, if only as 2
temporary expedient, to leave Mecca and to establish his head-
quarters at Yathreb.

This decision and its accomplishment, undertaken in conditions
of the greatest secrecy, marked the beginning of an era in the
history of Islam. Mohammed’s flight to Yathreb in the summer of
622 is known as the Hegira (or Flight), and from it Moslem chron-
ology begins. Yathreb was thereafter known as Medinat al Nabi, the
City of the Prophet, or simply Medina, the City.

The great welcome given to Mohammed in Medina was due to
two causes. His teaching found eager disciples there, certainly: the
celebrated saying of Christ concerning the honour denied to
prophets in their own country applied equally to his great rival of
the Christian era. But the men of Medina not merely agreed to
provide asylum to Mohammed; they hoped to profit from his
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prescnce. They had cause to hate the people of Mecca, whose
prosperity was purchased to a great extent at their expense; for they
resented above all the fact that caravans passing across Arabia made
their chief halting-place at the sanctuary of the Kaaba rather than
at the equally fertile Medina. On more than one occasion these
animosities had boiled over into open warfare. It is difficult to effect
a serious aggression, however, without the aid of some exalted war-
cry. No one engages in immorality without thinking up some moral
reason for so doing. Inflamed by Mohammed’s summons to wreak
God’s vengeance on those who had rejected His Prophet, the people
of Medina launched a crusade against Mecca and inflicted a series of
defeats upon its defenders, though the town was not finally taken
until later. The immediate task was to assume control over the
surrounding country and its unruly tribes.

When Mohammed first arrived at Medina, he had expected to
receive a particularly warm welcome from the Jews. Hete he gravely
miscalculated. The people who looked to Abraham as their father
refused to take seriously the man who believed himself summoned
by God to lead men back to the Patriarchal faith. Far from regarding
him as the Saviour whom they awaited, they treated him as merely
the latest of the false prophets. While Mohammed accused them of
having departed from the faith of Abraham, the Jews accused
Mohammed of attempting to manipulate that faith for his own
uses. That the two doctrines had much in common was precisely
the trouble, for the followers of two creeds dissimilar in certain
patticulats are more prone to enmity than those of widely-divergent
doctrine.

The return to Mecca

In the end, Mohammed felt obliged to break with the Jews
altogether. At one time he had ordained that his followers, when
praying, should turn towards Jerusalem, the Holy City of the Jews.
Now he decided that the faithful, a growing body, should turn
towards the Holy City of the Arabs, which was Mecca. A radical
change in his outlook occurred. In his youth it had seemed to him,
fan inquisitive but ignorant Arab, that enlightenment, learning, and
civilization must all come from beyond the borders of Arabia. He
betrayed the exaggerated respect of unsophisticated people for those
of superior education and training. He nourished the idea of
civilizing Arabia from without. Not only did he become increasingly
dissatisfied with the “civilization that he hoped to import (for he
may have realized that by the time such a thing reached the cities of
Arabia it had become considerably debased), but he grew to appreci-
ate the true significance of Gabriel’s message, and above all the
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S:étlfs, Wh,ose worth had been put to the trial on occasions within
Cy Iy man's memory and with whom the ancestors were closely
identified. Thus it is too simple an explanation to suggest that
MOI_){lmmed called his God Allah so that the ignorant Bedouin
fa_rmhar with that pagan deity, should find the transition from oné
faith to the other easy. Mohammed wished to preserve continuity in
his own spiritual development: another instance 6f the tendency of
the great world faiths to avoid wholesale repudiation.

. The final conquest of Mecca was achieved by a combination of
violence and trickery. Mohammed did not hesitate to attack the
Meccan caravans during the months of pilgrimage, though such
action was regarded as sacrilege. That he dared thus to violate the
truce of God, while shocking the few, served to increase his teputa-
tion among a people to whom power and success have always been
objects of reverence.! Finally, at a great battle fought at Badr, in the
year 2, the power of Mecca was shaken, but it was six years before
Mohammed was master of the two great cities of Arabia. Having
removed the idols from the sanctuary of the Kaaba, he proclaimed
himself civil and religious governor of the city, being at once
priest, king, law-giver, and judge. Thenceforth the faith prospered
as almost no faith had done before; for the spiritual energy released
in that small Arabian city did not spend itself in the West until the
armies of Islam were turned back by Charles Martel at Tour in 732.
Had the decision been otherwise, it is possible that the whole of the
Occident, including the Ametican continent, would today form part
of a gigantic Islamic empire, and that the writer and readers of this
book would be Moslems. ) o

The rapidity with which tribe after tribe was enlisted in his
service encouraged Mohammed in the hope that his authotity mlghE
one day extend beyond the borders of Arabia, and that the rules 0
much more powerful nations might come to accept Islam. He was
therefore emboldened to address letters to both the Emperor at
Constantinople and to the King of Persia inviting them to adopt
the Islamic faith. The latter, not being accustomed to receive appeals
of this kind, reacted in a most hostile manner. The emperof, Vghg
realized the wisdom of maintaining peace on his frontiers, responde X
more cordially. An appeal to the ruler in Egypt met with ﬁﬁz -mf%sr
satisfactory response of all, part of it being made in : ive
Mohammed’s envoy was sent back with two extremely attra
Egyptian women, whom the Prophet took into his harem.

an, such conduct is excused as follows: “They will ask thee
Conlcel;:]fm”:;avzra?fi;hfhffg;crcd mongh (i.e. Ramaﬂan). Sayi'1 th?; ticzggggh;“%gu?;ﬁg
is a grave crime: bug the act of turning ?’thers aside from the p:
in him . . . is worse in the sight of God.
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In the year 632, feeling that his end was approaching, Mohammed
decided to lead in person a gigantic pilgrimage to Mecca. The
number of the faithful on that occasion was about forty thousand,
probably the largest concourse ever assembled in the presence of the
leader of a world faith. Having conducted the ceremonial prayers,
the Prophet, surveying the pcople from a high hill, declared that his
work was at last accomplished. In words very similar to those spoken
by the Buddha on his deathbed, he declared that cvery man’s task
was steadfastly to work out his own salvation, submitting only to
the will of God. Not long after this ceremony he contracted a fever,
possibly brought on by the effects of poison, and dicd.

The Koran

Although Mohammed could neither read nor write, he showed
great respect for the written word, as is proved both by his interest in
the Bible, and by his resolve to leave behind him a book of his own.
The Koran (or Qur’an) is a collection of utterances, regulations, and
legendary stories which Mohammed, claiming to be the mouthpiece
of Allah, dictated over a period of more than twenty years. Recorded
piecemeal on objects as various as stones and palm-leaves, the book
was put together after the Prophet’s death by Abu Bekr, who
divided ig none too skilfully into chapters or suras. To the orthodox
Mo.slen'q it forms one prolonged inspired utterance, wherein pro-
vision is made for cvery contingency in life. That for which the
Koran makes no provision is regarded as outside the experience of
the devout. Thus the Koran (a word which means ‘“that which is to
be read”) is a book which the Moslem must either accept as inspired
Of not accept at all; but if he does not accept it at all, he cannot be
counted a Moslem. All Moslems are fundamentalists.

To the non-Moslem reader, the Koran is a puzzling and some-
}vhat unsatisfactory book. Whereas the Bible, or substantial parts of
1t, can hold the interest for many chapters at a time, preserving in
1s)plte of apparent irrevelancies a recognizable theme, the Koran can
1 ¢ entered at any point: it represents a static collection of religious
.ore. 1t is likewise distinguished from the Bible in that the history of
its chief personage, the Prophet himself, temains outside it. If you
imagine the New Testament, for example, as containing only the
sayings of Christ and not His acts you w01,11d have a book very like
the Koran. This deficiency was later repaired by the compilation of
af]aook of almost equal interest, namely the Swina, in which the life
of Mohammed is fully tccorded, though with exaggerations pre-
it/;rr{ably intended to demonstrate his superiority to Christ.
talz;ifll;ggd' Is there portrayed as a wonder-worker of uncxampled

’ in otder to show at least his equality with Christ, he 1s
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made to utter statements lifted from the New Testament. Further-
more, while the Koran is not devoid of sublimity,* and though
Moslem scriptures contain passages of profound spiritual insight,
cspecially in the works of the Sufi mystics and such poems as the
Turkish Meviudi Sherif, the Koran can show nothing comparable to
the Sermon on the Mount, the Fire Sermon, or certain passages in
the Blagavad-Gita. Perhaps the explanation lies in the difference
between that which is required of a Moslem as compatred with a
Christian, 2 Buddhist, or a2 Hindu. Whereas the Moslem is called to
be a good man, the others are ““called to be saints”. It may be argued,
as Dostoevski suggested in the famous Grand Inquisitor passage in
The Brothers Karamagov, that the Christian, and by implication the
Buddhist and the follower of Krishna, ate being called upon to
reach a standard beyond human attainment. At any rate, wWe can
hardly imagine the Grand Inquisitor objecting to Mohgmmed as he
objected to Christ. We can see oursclves as attaining without undue
cffort the standard of righteousness set by the Prophet, though
whether, with such a moderate aim in view, we should think jt
necessary to go to the trouble of embracing Islam is another
matter. .. :

To suggest that Mohammed enjoined upon his disciples a few
ritual practices, and no more, would nevertheless be grosily Inaccu-
ate. Like Zoroaster, he laid great emphasis upon tf}e goqd _dls-
position”. In the first place, the disciple must pass 10 his lifetime
one fundamental oral test. This is to declare, ‘““There 1s nO God but
Allah and Mohammed is his Prophet.”” He must utter this statement
with both understanding and conviction: a mere verbal repetition
will not suffice. If the disciple makes this declaration with corpplete
sincerity, he need do so only once, for he has thus enrolled himself
irrevocably among the believers. The second condition is that he
must be circumcised: Napoleon, as we saw in the first chapter, was
put in a dilemma by this ordinance. Thirdly, the believer must pray
five times a day at certain intervals: before dawn, at noon, in the
afternoon, at sunset and at nightfall, adopting a seties of deep
obeisances? and facing in the direction of Mecca. Here again the
mere performance of ritual is not sufficient. On that point the Koran
is firm. ““There is no piety in turning your faces towards the east or
west, but he is pious who believes in God and the last day and the
angels and the scriptures and the prophets; who for the love of God
disburseth his wealth to his kindred, and to the orphans, and the

Particulatly in its powerful language, charged with a poctry that only the Arabic
scholar can appreciate.
# Hence the adoption of the fez. The Moslem cannot pray in a brimmed hat: hence
the outcry against Kemal Atatiirk’s “Hat Law” in 1924.
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needy and the wayfarer, and those who ask, and for ransoming; who
observeth prayer, and payeth the legal arms, and who is one of
those who is faithful to thcir engagements when they have engaged
in them, and paticat under ills and hardships and in time of trouble:
these arc thecy who are just, and these are they who fear God”
(sara 2). In the same spirit the fast of Ramadan and, if feasible, the

pilgrimage to Mccca, must be undertaken.

Mohamwmed and the Christians :
Within two centurics of the Prophet’s death the Moslem faith
hardened into a rigid system. Although violent schisms occurred
among the devout, the theology and law (Shari’a) of Islam have since
remained unchanged. Whereas the Buddha regarded himself as
merely one among a succession of Enlightened Ones, Mohamme
was convinced of the finality of his mission. He claimed to be the
“Seal of the Prophets™, the last and greatest of a line which include
Adam, Noah, Abraham, Moses, and Jesus. His “‘successor”, the?;.’
fore, was not anothcr Nabi but simply the Khalifat ﬂ”‘N%lé
“successor to the Prophet”. Consequently, much of the ©!
sctiptures arc as sacred to the Moslem as to the Jew af fve
Christian. This applies above all to the Pentateuch (the Gﬁ;f;;)cls'

. : h
books of the Bible), the Psalms of David, anccll’cgsftl ttoeChIiSFlaI‘ti'
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detract from the pure monotheism which 1eY
to have been the faith of Abraham. We need not ridicule
for misunderstanding the Trinity. This “rude human " e @
Carlyle called him (and indeed the Prophet would havef g 0
strange visitor at Cheyne Row), had as good an excuse for alo Fhe
grasp the idea of trinity-in-unity as those learned doctors O
Christian Church who had wrangled with one anotber att cC ristian
of Chalcedon in 451.2 In a sense Mohammed was s.1mp1y l:; otten”
heretic.? God, he maintained, “begetteth not nor 15 He ?fm The
To declare otherwise was to fall once more 1nto POIytha‘Bec ome
Koran sums up the matter as follows: ‘“They say rporeov’efs . Nays
Jews or Christians, that ye may have the true guidance. ay:
1 Moslems accept the Virgin Birth and miracles of Jesus. 4 all the forces

2 “Tn the church of St. Euphemia at Chalcedon there were gathere L ot a1 hi
¢hat were henceforth to divide the Christian world. The rival forces of hegz pee,
East shouted defiance and abuse at one another from either side of i h the Roma?
the great officers of the Empire, seated in front of the chancel rails, W“n gujdcd it
Jegates by _their side, impassively dominated the turbulent assembly 2 ishes of the
with inflexible persistence towatds a final decision in accordance with the ‘éhapter ’
Emperor and the Pope. *—Christopher Dawson: The Making of Esropts

kening of the East”,

¢ Awa 3
TI;cThc description was first used by St. John of Damascus.
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i‘l:}el religion gf Al?iahémé the sound in faith, and not one of these
0 join gods with God is our religion.” T “joi
with God’gare the Christians. 5 ose who Tein gods
_ So insistent was Mohammed upon his possession of the true
faith that he imagines the covenant between God and Abraham to
have presaged his own appearance as the final Prophet of God.
There is an interesting passage in sura 2 of the Koran which makes
this clear: “And when Abraham, with Ishmael, raised the foundations
of the house, they said ‘O our Lord! accept it from us: Thou of a
truth art the hearer, the knower. O our Lord! make us thy Musiims
(1.e. resigned to thee), and our posterity a Moslim people: and teach
us our holy rites and be turned towards us. . . . O our Lord! and
raise up among them an apostle from themselves who may rehearse
thy signs unto them, and teach them “The Book”, and wisdom, and
purify them: of a truth thou art the Mighty and the Wise.” . . . And
this to his children did Abraham enjoin, and Jacob also, saying ‘O
my children! truly God hath chosen a religion for you: so die not

without having become Muslems.’

The Khalifate and the sects
The development of a tift among the followers of Mohammed

is remarkable not in itself but on account of its early emergence.
The Sunnis are those who accept the spiritual authotity of the first.
three Khalifs, or successors of Mohammed, namely Abu Bekr,
Omar, and Othman! To the Shiahs, on the other hand, these
Khalifs are usurpers. Mohammed’s true successof, they mamtaiir;),
was the Prophet’s cousin and son-in-law, Ali, son of Abu Ta

and husband of Fatima. The Sunnis have always been the most

numerous party, and their doctrine and ritual are preserv;d lélhfilﬁ
Sunna, from which t ss, the

hey take their name. Nevertheless, biab
sect has likewise been powe in mo

tful in many regions, and e doctrine
Persia their beliefs are accepted as orghodox. As t}zﬁ SlinPl ebo:: t{on
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simplicity. Today the most 1mp King Ibn Saud is the chief
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“Messiah” called Mirza Huseyn Ali (1817-92), and his snot merely in
Baha (1844~1921). Baha’ism, as it is called, has coan:J.:San England.
Persia. but in India, China, Japan, and also Americ

g arash tribe, but

. he Qu
1 All three, together with the fourth Ali, were members of the

only Ali was related to Mohammed.
3 From the Arabic bab (door).
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in cvery part of the worl ‘I UH;O?- 1‘\ i that can cltim adheren®
been largely responsible f(( ; t:lm-( t.mt‘ within the last few years haf
can har(‘]ly be comsidens l)1_ }1(,. .crumon pfa new nation, Pakistan,
artificial respiration. Mo d ‘C}lt-]](:l as moribund or cven in need '(I)f
Zoroastrianism and “'Udugu css, it remains paradoxical that while
much ali Il C 7 In Lu?‘»nj solicit no COD‘V(':rtS )'ct {cmﬂln very

! alive, Islam, onc of the most prosclytizing of faiths, shows
s1gns, as we hinted, of losing ground among the Arab peoples them-
sclves.'Aftcr the abolition of the Khalifate in Turkey in 1928 00
leader in the Middle East has felt himself sufficiently powerful to
assumc th.at ancicnt and responsible office. Nor does Islam, or even
a modernized form of it, appcar to make the smallest appeal to the
younger generation of most countrics of the Middle East. In Turkes;
as the author has pointed out elsewhere,? the moral vacuum create
by the discstablishment of Islam is ca’using no little concera tO
cdqcationah'sts. For the younger generation has no mystique upon
which to nourish itself except that of nationalism: 2 creed \.Vhlct >
though it may enable the patriot to meet death, can do nothmgi;s)
cxplain it. To pay successive visits to the Middle East C?‘untiier
today is to experience a sense of peculiar depression, a5 each r%r;ity
discloses a people claiming the same qualities of SUP‘;IILSS of
antiquity, and invincibility, and instilling thesc ideas, T4 oy, §
political realities, by every educational device into 1t chiidrers
to be hoped that Israel, with its concentrated talent ﬂ_ﬂd it
of racial suffering, will not permit its free-thinking €€ dogma,
effect that all-round sccularization which, once hardencd 1ntO :
may reintroduce religion in its worst form, that of

chauvinism.
The Sufis ) series of
When we speak of “The Prophets™ we tend to thlﬂge(;if di ~ won
isolated figures whose message, though at first We forget that
acceptance by a kind of impetious inner authority- foure ly to9
among such people as the Jews the “prophet” wa; ﬁn EZ” Jariab ﬁlﬁi

. s

hat wheo aﬁ:u say

familiar: indeed, he could often become a mcnﬂCt

for instance, we read: “And it shall come to pass him §

yet prophesy, then his father and his mother that iigi; the ﬁ tr}l:fuof
. ha

anto him, Thou shalt not live: for thou speakest m
the Lord: and his father and his mother that begat o pass in
hesicth. And it shall come ©© P70,

» of

him through when he prop
I and of the Pure”, from the Urdu pak, meaning “PUre

! Literally, Modern Turkey (1946), p- 72-

2z Tomlin: Life in
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Iday that the prophets shgll be ashamed evety one of his vision, when
le hath prophesied; neither shall they wear a rough garment to
deccive.” Islam, like every other faith, has had its £l of false
prophets; but there grew up a movement early in its history which,
had it been suppressed (as for instance the Mu’tazilites were
suppressed in the gth century), might have deprived Islam of much
of its later spiritual influence. This movement was associated with
the Sufis, poets and mystics who were so-called because, like the
men mentioned by Zechariah, they wore rough shitts of wool (szf).
The Sufis were not isolated figures; they belonged, as their scattered
successors still belong, to a closed brotherhood, membership of
which necessitated a period of initiation, strict training, and partici-
pation in special services of meditation called dbikrs. Most Sufs,
having reached a particular stage of training, joined one of the
famous Dervish Orders: the Mevlevis or Whitling Dervishes, the
Rufais or Howling Dervishes, and the Bektashis or People’s
Dervishes (who were ptimarily poets). The Sufis would probably
have remained in a condition of spiritual outlawry, a potential
danger to orthodoxy, but for the adoption of their faith by one of
the greatest intellects of Islam, al-Ghazzali (died in 1111), who was
professor of theology and canon law at the Nizamiya College at
Baghdad, and whose conversion necessitated his resignation from
that post.

While we may be tempted to see in Sufism traces of Buddhist
and Vedantist thought, the influence of Christian mysticism s
paramount. In his book called The Precious Pearl, al-Ghazzali
imagines a group of poor people who were asked on the Day oj‘
Judgment why they had turned away from God. They answere
that they had renounced their faith in consequence of thelr’?(ove{:t}}lf.
They were then asked, “Who is the poorest, you ot lesus? ‘EVlt -
out doubt Jesus,” they replied. “That did not turn Him away, I\Frai
the rejoinder, “from’living according to the will of God I?IS
High. . . . O reader, take Christ as your model, for it is §a1d t?at T
had no purse: for twenty years He wore .the same shirt o WO?S
(s#f). . .".” In the work of al-Ghazzali, as in that of his sulcce:gc;al
such as Jalah ad-din ar-Rumi (4. 1273), Jesus is regarded as f he Sea
of the Saints”. In view of the bitter hostility between Mos lf?iver)
Christians, and the use of the word “Giour” (pagan of ufl s?:i o
as a term of abuse even by street urchins toda}:: it l?‘l mtfﬁgse ‘%’ho
recall the passage from ssra s of the Koran, Vegh};}stians—-wbﬂ-
believe, and the Jews and the Sabacans and the e fight,
ever of them helieveth in God and in the last day, and doet ‘}; B e,
on them shall come no fear, nor shall ’they be put LC; %I;Jagaz;ﬂ . Gita.
ment as elevated in its way as Krishna’s wotds in t ;
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The cult of the Unknowable

UR journey, though somewhat rapid, has been a long one.

Some readers will deplore the length of our pauses here and
the brevity of our pauses there. Others will express regret and
surprise that at certain stages of the journcy we have made no pause
at all. We could wish that time and space had permitted us to treat
our subject in much greater detail: but just as we cannot always
please other people, so we cannot always please oursclves.

Before closing, it will be useful to state, however tentatively,
certain gencral conclusions: for the rcader who has reached the
present page will be aware of a thread of continuity running through
the previous chapters. Three principal questions warrant our
attention. In the first place, what are the basic differences between
oriental and western thought? In the sccond place, what does the
Western World owe to the thought of the Fast and rice versa? In
the third place, to what extent is a rapprochement possible between the
two worlds of thought, taking into account the great political and
economic changes at present occurring in the Orient?

Twenty or thirty years ago such questions, particularly the last,
might have seemed either trivial or irrclevant. The influence of
“thought” tended to b¢ belittled: men were supposed to be the
product of their economic circumstances. We now realize that it
matters a great deal what people think: which accounts for the
trouble to which leaders of men go to mould public opinion. The
violent penalties with which dictators visit the sin of “deviation”,
together with the daily evidence that such measures are by no
means always effective, testify to a tough resilience, a spring of
health in the human soul, a basic will to independent enquiry, which
prevents mankind from descending to the level of mindless
poltroons.

It is the fashion today to belittle the idea of Progress. “Progress,”
Wyndham Lewis has remarked in his Time and Western Man, “may
.even bring Progress to an end.” If we accept a somewhat limited
definition of progress, such a prophecy seems only too likely to be
realized. In the course of two centuries the development of technical
“efficiency has wholly transformed a world that had remained
stable for many thousands of years. We now live, as no other
generation has lived, under the threat of sudden annihilation. If
man 18 indeed the child of God, then God i5'in danger of assuming
the réle of a Frankenstein: a dénonement which it would be legitimate,
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if it were not presumably blasphemous, to describe as totally unfore-
scen. Compared with this present ctisis in both human and cosmic
affairs, all other crises in history assume an aspect of triviality. To
commit onesclf to such a statement is by no means to indulge in
mere rhetoric. Man at last knows his fate, because he has at last
learnt to know the consequences of his power.

Given this unique situation, two interesting facts emerge, both
of which have a direct bearing upon our subject. In the first place,
you have only to ask any individual man whether, in his opinion, the
great technical advances of the last two centuries have served to
increase human happiness (not the “sum of human happiness”,
because there is no such sum), and he will answer, unless he does
not take the trouble to think, No. In the second place, you have
only to ask him whether, in his opinion, the complete destruction of
all human life would be such a deplorable thing, and he will like-
wise be tempted to answer (unless he thinks a little too carefully),
No. In other words, it would seem to be the case that most men,
reflecting on such matters cursorily, neither think very highly of
human life nor consider that much can be done to improve lbt Such
pessimism is true of all save the young, who enjoy not so much life
itself as the prospects that life seems to offer. And this may be the
reason why our civilization, as shown above all in our modern
educational systems, seems so intent upon perpetuating the condi-
tions of youth and concealing by every device of propaganda the
scandal of age: for this is its way of rendering life tolerable for a
creature who, ncver particularly enthusiastic, now begins to show
signs of regarding life with something approaching despair.

Whatever else may be said of history, it is full of the unexpected
and the contingent. Prophecies of doom are heard in each genera-
Fion. Evils come to pass, but not always the evils regarded :;:s most
imminent. To live under the threat of physical annihilation may not
prove altogether unwholesome. Rapacity, cupidity, and complacency
in all their forms are more likely to flourish at a time of increasing
prosperity. Our age is one in which mankind, endowed with the
means of self-destruction, may be prompted to enquire into the true
value of that which he is about to throw away. This is particulatly
true of Western man, who, as we have often hinted, is by the
circumstances of his material existence obliged to live at several
removes from reality.

The social changes brought about by the Industrial Revolution
in Europe impress us by their magnitude and their novelty. They
should not blind us to the other changes that have taken place in
Europe, as part of the normal rhythm of history. For Western
civilization differs from any other in its dynamic character. This is
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the chief difference between Christian culture as fused with Greek
and Roman ideals and any other culturc. It has been the nature of
Christian culture not so much to resist as to bring about social
changes, even though many of these changes have been nominally
“secular” in character. The great social movements of the 19th
century, for example, were parasitic upon the Christian ideal which
in many cases they repudiated. We may suggest that the eradication
of Christianity, which is in some places a deliberate policy, will
bring to an end such revolutionary social movements, contrary to
the belief of many sccular reformers: for the eradication of
Christianity will deprive the Western World of an clement of
tension without which society is likely to sink into regimented
uniformity. The Christian social ideal has always been dynamic
because it has never become identified with, still less dominated by,
a political regime. Church and State, sacred and sccular: these
polaritics, instead of involving the betrayal of the Christian Gospel,
have been the conditions of its social cflectiveness. An apparent
excéeption is the Byzantine Empire, with its rigid theocratic structure.
But the Byzantine Empire was rightly called the Eastern Empire,
and its constitution was largely oriental. For the norm of oriental
civilization is that of a social heirarchy from which evolution is
excluded. '

The fact remains that all the great world faiths have come from
the East, above all that of Christianity. Even when, as so often in
America, a new religion is founded, the elements and usually the
vocabulary of the faith are inevitably oriental: for the ordinary
Western man feels, not pethaps without good reason, that the
secrets of life, the arcana, are better known, if not always bettet
practised, by the humblest oriental than by the most learned of
western divines. Sometimes this respect for orjental wisdom
assumes extravagant proportions. Thus Madame Blavatsky, 2
woman of remarkable personality, wrote such books as The Secret
Doctrine (1888), and Isis Unveiled, in the course of which, having
denounced the religion of the Western churches and in particular the
Roman Church, she advocated the return to a more ancient and
occult faith of oriental inspiration. To this faith she gave the name
of the “secret doctrine”. Now the trouble with the ““secret doctrine”
is that no one is able, unless prepared to undergo forms of initiation
involving (in the end) considerable expense, to discover what it is.
Every faith has its core of mystery, or it would cease to deserve the
name of faith. But a faith of mere mystery is both a religious parody
and a logical absurdity: for it attempts to throw light upon the
mystery of existence simply by declaring it to be inherently
inscrutable.
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A missionary gospel such ‘as Christianity, though beset with
pagan adversaries, is threatened most seriously by faiths bearing a
superficial resemblance to its own. This is what happened to the
early Church. Whereas the barbarians came to heel, the great rival to
the Christian creed was another creed of similar oriental origin. To
call it a creed is perhaps to give it greater definition than it either
deserves or ever possessed: for, in spite of important researches and
recent discoveries, we still know very little about the vague cluster
of beliefs called Gnosticism. The recent discovery north of Luxor in
Egypt of forty-three sacred Gnostic books, which are at present
undergoing study at the University of Louvain, will_presumably
afford us enlightenment upon many aspects of that form of belief:
we must therefore beware at this stage of unsupported conjecture.
At present, almost all we know of Gnosticism is derived from the
tracts written by Christian Doctors and Fathers attacking it. And it
is the extreme virulence of these attacks, for which there is hardly a
parallel even in ecclesiastical history, that affords us an insight into
the danger which they constituted, or were thought to constitute,
for the Christian communities. There are two reasons why Gnosti-
cism is of interest to us here. In the first place, it represents a
system of belief which owes much to the great oriental religions of
which we have written, so that it forms a kind of link between these
faiths and Western Christianity. And in the second place, it repre-
sents a system of belief which, with due modifications, has flourished,
however obscutely, in every age, including our own. Perhaps, indeed,
Gnosticism is nothing but that universal abstract “religion” which
public-spirited men in every generation, and also certain disillusioned
rationalists, have been seeking as a means to the spiritual union of
humanity. That would justify our having agreed, eatly in this book,
to abandon so vague a word in treating the concrete faiths of the
Orient.

Gnosticism is simply the religion of Gnosis, knowledge. Now
what was the knowledge of which the Gnostics were in qugs_t_.?_ It
was suprasensible knowledge—that is to say, a knowledge of pute
spirit. As far as we can see (though the belief assumed many forms),
the Gnostics held the body to be evil, since it was immersed in a
material world that was itself evil. Thus the way to salvation lay
through disincarnation, an escape to the realm of spitit. Such an
escape could be effected only by severe discipline and spiritual
purgation; and as the technique of such discipline proved difficult,
the seeker after salvation needed usually to be initiated into certain
“mysteries”. It is assumed that cults such as Orphism were training-
schools for Gnostic disciples. Nevertheless, to sustain an interest
and passion for pure spiritual apprehension is beyond the capacity
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of most men, and of no man for long at a time. While the mind is
fixed upon an abstract One or All or Brahnan, the passions, ignored
and despised, muster for revolt. And as the mind in time tires from
its labours, these grosser instincts may cxact terrible reprisals. At its
mildest, the cult degencrates into a trafficking with magic and
sorcery (some of the newly-found Gnostic papyri provide evidence
of this preoccupation): at its worst, the force of instinct transforms
the faith from lofty spirituality into a witches’ sabbath of depravity.
Thus Gnosticism threw up,” and continues to throw up, such
hercsies as that of Manichacism, Catharism (at the beginning of
the Middle Ages), Priscillianism (in Spain), the Albigensian heresy
(in Provence), and that of the Bogamils (in Eastern Europe), as well
as numcrous other cults in Asia Minor and the Middle East. All
these cults tended to be associated with gross practices consequent
upon the desire, superficially logical in inspiration, to propitiate the
forces of evil. The airborne devotee of the Absolute needs to
return, even if only to refuel, to the world he shunned: and he need
not wonder that the morc frequent and prolonged his absences, the
more this despiscd territory has become a prey to weeds, vermin, and
decay. ) .
It would be tempting, though hazardous, to sce in Gnosticism
a survival of that general movement of spiritual resurgence which is
associated with the great names of Zoroaster, Buddha, Mahavira,
Confucius, and Lao-Tze. That Gnosticism “camc out of Asia” is
certain. It bears distinct traces of Buddhist influence in its dismissal
of material nature as “‘illusion”; of Persian influence in its con-
ception of the struggle between Good and Evil as the opposition
between light and darkness; of Egyptian influence (especially from
the decadent period) in its truckling with magic, sorcery, an
demonology.! Although on its most rarefied plane it is 2 faith likely
to attract only the intellectual, we have reason to believe that it
enjoyed considerable prestige among the common people. A vague
cult of spifituality may attain its greatest reputation among the half-
educated, especially the refined half-educated: witness the success of
that modern diluted form of Gnosticism, Christian Science. A
' Gnosticism of a higher kind is that which Aldous Huxley and his
colleagues are preaching with such eloquence from Los Angeles.
Signiﬁcantly enough, they regard their mission as that of introduc-

1 Five Qf the Gnostic papyri referred to above are said to have been written by
Hermes Trismegistus (“Thrice-Greatest Hermes”), the Greek version of the Egyptian
Thoth. The syncretic writings of this author, presumably a pricst or group of priests,
were composed in the 3rd century A.p. Gnosticism was not mercly synctetic (i.e. 8
reconciliation of many different tendencics), but apt to borrow terminology from the
faiths it opposed, possibly for the purpose of “infiltration”.
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ing Vedanta to the Occident.! Equally significant is the fact that
Huxley’s standpoint, though sympathetic to the Christian mystics,
is definitely hostile to the Christian Churches: a hostility that is
reciprocated, especially by the Church of Rome.

The destruction of the Ego
In our account of the teaching of the Buddha we sought to
show that the enlightenment to which Gotama claimed access
appeared to illuminate a void. The unenlightened man, with his
spiritual eyes closed, at least entertained visions, however illusory
and deceptive. What benefit, then, followed upon forcibly opening
the eyes of the spirit? What nourishment could be obtained by
gazing fixedly at the “clear light of the void”? It is here that we
come upon one of the chief enigmas of the great oriental faiths—an
enigma that modern exponents of Vedanta are hard put to it to
explain away. All the major world faiths preach the necessity of -
striving towards some form of spiritual reality, and this reality is
usually identjﬁcd.thh God. But Buddhism, like Jainism, has no
God. And the ultimate reality of the Hindu systems is not God but
Brabman, an impersonal reservoir of divinity. Consequently, the
great oriental apostles of the divine connection find it difficult,
when showing how the human soul may achieve blessedness, to
avoid introducing at some point the notion of personality: for with-
out personality it 13 Impossible to account for that principle in the
universe without which life and existence are rendered meaningless,
namely love. Love must have an object: and that object, however
infinite, must partake of the nature of the lover. To attempt to
represént the object of love as being impersonal is, as we have seen,
vain. And because the notion of love presupposes a relation, and
since this relation presupposes reciprocity—a give and take, or
rather a giving and a returning—the personality which loves and is
loved presupposes 2 person or self that likewise is loved and loves.
Consequently, the oriental faiths that deprive Divinity of persqnallltfy
are obliged, by an inevitable logic, to deprive the lover of his selt-
hood. In the course of our study we have seen this process repeatedly
at work. In order to merge with Bra/mqn, the indiyidual €go 1i
obliged to undergo complete self-immolation. The oriental dlstrusf
of individuality, in shott, is the result of its obsession with a form 0
divine union which is equivalent, on the human §1de, to extinction.
What is love, it may nevertheless be asked, if it do
self-eflacing union? Are not the oriental sages preachin

highest and purest form of love, a passion (if that is not to
Vestern World,

es not lead to
g simply the
0 gross a

1 See The Perennial Philosophy by Aldous Huxley, and Vedanta Jor the ]
edited by Christopher Isherwood.
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word) from which all selfish clements are removed? Do not lovers,
In spite of their humanity, experience the feeling, however fleetingly,
of losing themselves in’ one another? The answer is yes; but we
have only‘ to reflect for a moment to realize that this is but half of
the experience, not its totality. Genuine lovers not merely lose

thcmsch{cs in one another; they find themsclves in one another. If
not, their passion will end by destroying them. And that is the
al sense: it is sclf-destroying. Each

cssence of passion in the physic
partner uscs the other as an object upon which to “vent” itself. We

all know that this extravagant lavishing of love, which may be found
at a level far above mere lust, as in the relation between parents and
children, ends by injuring the beloved object. The result is always
sterility and destruction.

It is perhaps onc of the greatest paradoxes of experience that the
drama of love at its most elementaty level—so elementary as almost
to ceasc to deserve the name of love altogether—bcars the strongﬁjst
resemblance to the drama of love at its most intellectual ‘Ievcl.. This
is the level to which the Gnostic, Buddhist, and Vedantic phﬂos:)o-
phies aspire. The exponents of these philosophies invite n:zftlérl)’
achieve an absorption in the divinity whereby the self 151 e
destroyed or cancelled. Absorption and self-destruction H']I‘VI?C‘ o -
other. The process, being j_mperscynal,_;‘s‘ u.mla,fc‘ral. D red by
formation in passion of the object into a “thing™ IS Pa; o The
the transformation in mysticism of thc object into ]a CO?e :»Ping out
result is equally sterile. Just as blind passion 1nvlq 'g{s icl}egtuaﬁsm
of humanity at onc end into brute animalism, so blin 13 et etle
involves stepping out of humanity at the other et?qat R
spiritualism. This is the explanation of the fact e o pposite:
extreme mysticism may degenerate at any momen% in O A uncon-
for the partition between the two spheres is very Ilwma F dorgiastic’
trolled mysticism, from whatever point it startsl,hl]sd a rcvzz ? of soul of
or Dionysiac in the Nietzschean sense—a b i but that ©
body. And the blind may work themselves into any N

ision. nds t
WSI’?‘%us, as Max Scheler observed,! “the Budlfglffll1 if?g;clltsijiﬂ other
point of departure of love but not the end to WH_; oL which Jove

ds it is only the self-detachment, the self-denial, ealization
‘\Z-?prlies that he approves”. One cannot helpdfe.ehr{/g éhift: 11 ceclf, has
! s i ism and in Veda
of thlSt 13 aiijqdiarf‘ly,'!rﬁ?i;}; lsréllgE? dsclllféllfn;s Ramakrishna tO (I?gdsiie

rompte “k ledge and love O
emphasis upon dc}f:tlfaec;111-11;:f thl:rl: ‘;; ncig difference between Purs
ultimately Oarrllil i;]ure love”. But there is. Knowledge or reaso

owledge
knl Die Stellung des Menschen im Kosmos (1928), chapter IIIL.
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we saw, is the apprehension of essences by means of concepts, and

to such knowledge there is no return or requital. Love, on the

other hand, implies the kind of relationship which Martin Buber

has defined as that of “I and Thou” as opposed to “I and It”. “When

shall T be free?”” asks Ramakrishna: “When the ‘I’ has vanished.”

But if the “I” has vanished altogether, how is the love-relationship

possible, and what is meant by being free? There must be something

for me to give, even if only to give up: and the paradox of love is -
that, in such giving up, the self increases in statute. Only the self

that is incapable of such sacrifice remains sterile, a self-centred ego.

On the plane of metaphysics, the Buddhist and Vedanta injunction

to destroy the ego as a preliminary to merging with the Absolute is

first to effect a cancellation, and then to propel a zero into infinity.

We know that, according to Vedanta teaching, what is uncovered

when the ego is cancelled is the A¢man; and Atman is one with

Brahman. But if there is no sacrifice, merely an annulment, there can
be no merit; and if, from the side of divinity, there is no real inter-
vention, there can be no Grace. Kapila, it will be remembered, con-
tended that true knowledge reveals that “neither I am, nor anything
is mine, nor do I exist”. But we do exist; and the aim of philosophy
is not so much to destroy existence as to render it significant.

We may now sum up our answers to the first two questions that
we have sct ourselves. The major difference between Eastern and
Western thought, regarded very broadly, resides simply in that
which happened to Eastern thought when, as a result of the Chtistian
Revelation, a new spiritual principle entered the natural sphere for
the purpose of transforming it. It is beyond the purpose of this book,
which excludes apologetics, to ask why.Chnsnamty should I;;VC
operated in this way; but it is worth pointing out both that no o ler
oriental religion sought to fulfil such a purpose, and that the early
apostles of Christianity, though men ot different tempeﬁiment :1‘:
capacity, were perfectly clear in their own minds fls to h ?tsno‘lfn'l 0)_7
and originality of their faith. The Fourth Gospel, cﬁm o P e
sophical rendering of the Incarnation, 1S cleatly direc ‘13 ¢ at the
Gnostic philosophies of “pure spitit” which were popu iot have
time.l In the beginning, says the writet (who may ‘?fhné;agd and the
been John), was the Logos, and the Logos Wacsh‘?;tian Revelation,
Logos was God. In other words, priof to the frorm that of matter.
the realm of spirit was a i

t an infinite remove et
Religion might therefore assume

+wo forms: either it was 2y
1D¢. Dodd in his About the Gospels (

G, 010 s o
written for those “‘who were :Foxigng a’v’vag) rfiox‘:a;hai S;;cg::lar paganism 2t S0
it of religion”. Ot
o hone iy il ac waz‘:d to p%ilosophles of pure

that it was equally,
spirit, sought something more
for thosec who, while attrac
concrete.
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of tl}e soul for absorption in an inaccessible Godhead, or it became an
undisguised nature-worship or pantheism. Such indeed were the
forms religion took in the pre-Christian world. The coming of
Christ, howcver, transformed the situation. For Christ’s claim to be
the Son of God represented, to the believer, the incarnation of the
Logos, which thus became the Word-made-Llesh. Spirit had chosen
to inhabit Matter. Time has been fertilized by cternity. Hence the
historical process acquired a dvnamism such as it had never before
possessed. This is a matter not of imaginative projection, but of
fact admitting proof. The social order of the Western World has
displayed, as we have shown, a movement, a Sturm wnd D/'m{g,_lf you
wish, utterly forcign to anything in the Orient, until such time .3:
the Orient became penctrated by Western ideas of patlonalf
idolatry. We may hope that the much-heralded “awakening of the
East” will not prove to be an awakening from a privatc dream O

bliss to somebody clse’s nightmare.

Reconciliation, true and false Ives is
3] ‘hi v g ’ ss oursc
The question to which we should finally addre Eastern

conccrned with the possibilities of a rapprochement bet}w’eel}m ot i
and Western thought. Before embarking upon this d’] Cr
popular subject, it will be as well to make one point Crcnacs' the
rapprochement that is deliberately contrived, or that bi’coencc o
subject of pious resolutions at some international con er hiné, is
that takes the form of a common denominator of ethical teacoo will
likely to prove effective. To belittle the efforts of men O grcmove
to introduce harmony among conflicting creeds, or tO. s open
minor misunderstandings, would be churlish; but it IPYI}a‘nagree,
to doubt whether the despcratc attempt to find a basis (i;tioﬂ e
ment (which can usually be made to yield to verbal ‘fOfmuCeS. Men
some kind) is as profitable as an open statement of dxﬂrcref,i1 e, OF
are perhaps too disposed to demonstrate how much thC}}” i‘sga pettef
as commonly in politico-ideological discussion, how eac the O hest
champion of a particular ideal (such as Democracy) thar:l di

In working together, wnanimity is much less nece.ss.ﬁf}’il wn by th
much less common, than is usually supposed. This 1s Z ot athi€s
violence of criticism and often the strength of persona

. o . ta
found within organizations which, to the world, pri;effl membes
useful at¢

front. The most effective unions ate usually those 11 ul’ a:t
agree to differ up to a point just short of scission: the 'cis If, for the
thus eliminated before, instead of at, the moment of crlihé Ch fChej
purpose of concealing the disunion of Chrls.tendorn, there oul
form the habit of discounting their differences, 3 them, of
promise might lea

were to ..
be orave danger that the spirit of com
te]
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some of them, into the most embarrassing liaisons: this happened in
Nazi Germany. It is frequently complained of coalitions that, once
the common danger is removed, they break up. But that is what
coalitions should do. We know from experience what a dismal.
spcctaclfz they present if they do not. It is better that materialism and
false spirituality should be combated by Christians as Christians
Moslems as Moslems, and Buddhists as Buddhists, than that the
followers of these faiths should combine to speak in the name of
Is)(l)x}lae va%ue entity called Religion, or Idealism, or even the Perennial
hilosophy. P
Thesc observations, which are designed to discourage false
attempts at concotd, should not be construed as an invitation to
each of us to retire into his separate phalanstery, thereby abandoning
the effort of mutual understanding. Such a proposal would appear
strange at the conclusion of a book of this kind. On the contrary,
we should redouble our efforts to study other forms of belief,
particularly those which appear to differ most widely from our own.
There is a regrettable tendency, even so, to roam far afield in search
of enlightenment, while neglecting that which is near to hand. If,
as we have suggested, the study of comparative religion leads us to
believe that certain forms of thought have flourished, with local
variations, over wide areas, thereby indicating that civilized man-
kind Zends, in the absence of some specific revelarfion, to embrace a
p‘a"r"tféﬁﬁ'r kind of faith, we may prqﬁtably enquire whether, apart
from the examples we have already cited, such a tendency is visible
in the philosophical speculations of the present day. To pursue EUCh
an enquiry may at first sight seem vain: first because we have
already ascribed to otiental thought an indifference to the dlsnx(ljctm_n
between religion and philosophy, and secondly because a}c]a err:g
philosophy in Europe seems, on a cufsory inspection, to‘b'ﬁvf of
far divorced itself from religion as to exclude the possibi It) ill-
such a tendency becoming manifest. fl"luifa.ssumpﬂz?fclcsdi‘g; }i{n”a_"
founded; for a tendency can sEOW, . I B chiment of much

' i iti i he i
negative as in a positive fashion. And t ; ;
Wfstem phjlosoghy may be due precisely to lack of that firnmtlol
h, in previous centuries, it drew strength.
. L eoties O

alimentation from whic : ) h
Similarly, we may detect ever;_ in the i{ti?laé?g;ﬁifﬁsyogwar % the

g impulse, often produce ebility, towards
the prescat day ar \ep erto assogated with the “superstitions of

kind of dogmatism hith
the past. - ,
The theory—for it makes no c!
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different exponents not all of whom arg ;
waoue in England and to some extent

aim to fotm a system—of Iaogigal
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America which, given the
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aridity of its content, is nothing short of remarkaple. Th.is.is not the
place either to outline its history or to expound in detail its tenets;
we must be content with a broad statement of its aims. The chief aim
of Logical Positivism is to effect the “elimination of mectaphysics”.
This is achieved by the application of a so-called Principle of
Verifiability according to which all significant statements fall into
two categorties: either they represent statements that can be verified
in fact or “in principle”, or they are tautologies. All sentences
containing statements, or apparent statements, which fall into necither
of these categories are to be dismissed as nonsensical.

This, as we have said, is a bald summary of Logical Positivism
theory. Even by its most enthusiastic propounders it has been
recognized to contain ambiguities. For example, once verification in
fact needs to be supplemented by verification “in principle”, we
have alrcady taken off from the empiricist platform and may land
anywhere. Nor is it easy to see what meaning can attach, on a theory
which claims to have eliminated the concept of “truth”, to the over-
worked word verification. The point to which we wish to draw
attention, however, is the following. If the Logical Positivist stand-
point is correct, it follows that almost all the ideas propounded from
the beginning of time by the spiritual leaders of mankind have been
meaningless. These ideas, in fact, represent not intelligible concepts
but emotional noises.! And such indeed is the conclusion to which
Logical Positivists willingly stand committed.

If the Logical Positivist standpoint were justified, it would
follow not merely that metaphysics and theology were illegitimate
forms of enquiry, but that all the traditional values of our civilized
life were nothing more than fictions. But you cannot fight supet-
stition except from some particular standpoint, whether it be
Reason or even Truth; and it is clear that, in spite of its elimination
of absolute values, Logical Positivism is all the time concealing

some such “absolute” up its sleeve. Moreover, in declaring the
statements of meta

s iphysicians and theologians to be ‘“‘emotive
nonsense”, the Logical Positivists (as the asperity of their polemic
amply demonstrates) are not above firing off 2 good deal of emotive
ammunition themselves. Affirmations such as “metaphysics is

v i i . .
nonsense™ produce their telling effect from the fact of their being
! Professor A. J. Ayer in his well-known I g T . e ted with
ion i i b and Logic (reprinted W,
a new Introduction in 1947) dismisses nguage, Trut printed wi
metaphysicians and theologi as nonsensical not merely the s

) eologians, but such common ecthical pronouncements as “stealing
money is wrong”. This, says Ayer, is “a senten, oo

. ce which he ] meaning”. Such
a contention surely belongs to that class of fatuo‘:l’s ltll:cf)lr'l; !:w?h?cll?.tu:s Professor C. D.
Broad has remarked, can be entertained only in the philosophi::al lecture-room. It
would be as interesting to observe whether, in the event of a Logical Positivist being
summoned for petty larceny,

tty lar this form of defence would impress a magistrate, as what
would happen to judicial procedure if all magistrates became Logical Positivists.
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“‘war-crics” in a crusade against obscurantism and clap-trap. Finally,
the Logical Positivist, in combating dogma, is not guiltless of
adopting a dogmatic manner quite as formidable as that of his
traditional adversaries. '

The concealed Absolute

The rcader will perhaps by now have grasped the point of this
digression. The Philosopher, as opposed to the Sophist or the
Casuist or the Charvaka or the Dialectician, is concerned with (to
use the title of a well-known modern book on philosophy) “inter-
preting the universe”. His business is with the meaning and values
of life. And even if, for purposes of display, he shirks this task, the
responsibilities of his vocation will still lie heavy upon him. He will
be dogged by the very problems he is endcavouring to disown.
What he “‘climinates”—what, like Mr. Podsnap in Owr Mutual
Friend, he “‘sweeps off the face of the earth”—will return to plague
him. He is like 2 man who, transported on a misty day to the top of
a mountain by a funicular railway or teleferic car, ridicules the
exertions of those who painfully make the ascent on foot, and
remains oblivious of the fact that the peak forms part of an
impressive range of infinitely varied character. All he sees before
him is a hand-made cairn of stones. What Bishop Berkeley called the
“minute philosophers” always adopt this parochial view of phil-
osophy. The ncat, ordered, logical system of their own construction
is the cairn. But just as this cairn reposes not on the plain below but
on the summit of 2 mountain and is 2 symbol of achievement, so
the “propositions” of our modern logicians represent the extreme
abstraction from language in all its intellectual and emotional
richness. They presuppose the existence of the “mountain’ of phil-
osophy, which men in the past have ascended with toil in order that
the present vantage-point shall have been prepared, and the various
means of ascent devised.

The controversies sutrounding Logical Positivism, the icono-
clastic effect of its theories, and above all the warmth with which 1ts
partisans leap to its defence, suggest that it partakes of the nature of
a faith. And once we enter upon the realm of faith, an unfaith or
“armed scepticism” is as significant and instructive as a plain affirma-
tion of belief. A simple or ingenuous error, once exposed, deserves
quiet interment: we do not need to rant and rage over its tomb. But
the opponent of metaphysics and theology sees in these things 2
potent means of capturing the human spirit. He sees them as the
“opium of the people”. Hence the venom of his denunciation, for
he believes himself likewise to be an intellectual leader to whom the
masses will one day be persuaded to listen. And so we are not
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may have served for many years to obscure this deficiency; but it
must be admitted that the 19th century, with all its achievements in
the technical sphere, bequeathed little to mankind in the way of
wisdom. And its general optimism, its self-assurance, its promises
of liberty and prosperity, have been followed by two intetnational
explosions which now promise to culminate in a third. To the more
sensitive minds of the time, these facts were apparent. The .Anto-
biggraphy of John Stuart Mill is perhaps the most moving and tragic
document of the age. Brought to the brink of despair and suicide

- by the calculating Utilitarianism in which he had been educated,
Mill found nothing upon which to fall back but the poetry of
-Wordsworth, and in old age a vague melioristic religion. A similar
emotional crisis, though with a different issue, afflicted Tolstoy
himself. More significant for our time, however, was the lonely
ducl with despair fought by Séren Kierkegaard, the’ Danish
thinker.

To Kicrkegaard, the vague humanism of his time—and it is
worth pointing out that he wasborn in 1813 and died in 1855—was
rendered meaningless, deprived of all intelligibility even, by a single
fact. This was the fact of death. To say that Kierkegaard was one of
the few great thinkers to notice that men die would be to hold a
strange view of what constitutes greatness. Other ages, and some-
times whole civilizations—such as Egypt and Babylon—have been
preoccupied. with the fact of death. But Kierkegaard’s object—it
would be too facile to say his desire—was to do more than confront
his contemporaries with a memento mori; he was concetned to
demonstrate that death, by constituting a full stop, made ‘?’,OCk,erY
of all the hopes and values upon which 19th-century civilization
was based. In order to conceal the scandal of death, in fact, the
-19th-century humanists and rationalists never ceased to hold out
wild promises of an. imminent triumph of science over ‘mortality.
This was to be achieved either by the manufacture of life itself or by
the indefinite prolongation of human life; for next to the scandal
of death, came, as we have already obsetved, the scandal of
old age. .

To realize the true nature of existence, said I(ierkegaard, is to
be confronted with despair: for the most obvious fact of existence,
namely its more ot less abrupt termination, is not intelligible on the
existential plane.! In existence we belong to so"'rné.thmg——-a. famlltyﬁ
a society, a profession, a country, the human spectes; but in deatl
we belong only to ourselves. We are therefore compelled to live-in

those of delicate con-

1 H .
. ' Possibly these truths become most forcibly apparent to tr Sonls Jes gens malsains

stitution. One is reminded of the remark of Maine de Biran,
Se sentent exister.”’
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affirmation and denial. In our survey, we have come upon thinker
after thinker—the Egyptian Misanthrope, the sages Khekheperre-
soneb, Ipuwer and Amenemope, Zoroaster, the Hebrew Psalmists
and Prophets, and the great spiritual leaders of India and China—
who, often against all reason and unaided by revelation, have
preached the “divine connection”, Maat, the Tao, the Way, with a
unanimity impossible to confound with coincidence, and foolish to
dismiss as illusion or poetry. It is not an accident that such men have
been called Jainas, Nebiim, Buddhas, and Prophets, preachers of
enlightenment and purveyors of wisdom; nor can we conceive of a
time in which their teaching will have been rendered outmoded,
unless men should at length choose to repudiate their humanity
altogether. The Western World, having afforded the Orient some
dubious specimens of its own wisdom, may well profit from deeper
acquaintance with this great oriental tradition, thereby calling to
mind the soutce of wisdom from which its own faith is derived.
There are many to whom the apparent nihilism of oriental thought
must always seem repulsive, and to whom the invitation to escape
from naturé and desire to a realm of spirit beyond conception is 2
fantastic example of human conceit and self-delusion. Every man
must choose from this storehouse that which answers his individual
needs. Perhaps the teaching most accessible and attractive to our
Western minds is that contained in the Bhagavad-Gita, with its
emphasis on Bhak#i, or devotion to a personal God. For it is in the
revelation of Sti Krishna to Arjuna that we find the noblest message
ever to have issued from the otiental world: the summons to fac;:
the future and its perils with humility, with awe, even with a touc
of anguish, but without fear.

THE END
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