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Introduction 

THE PURPOSE of this book is to describe man's Western 
Quest, to seek the principles of its coherence, and to compare it 
with other quests in a world perspective. 

I am careful to say "describe" it, not appraise it; for I live in 
and by it, and any appraisal I might make of its present results 
would still be a part of it and within its frame of reference. 

And I say Western Quest, because I do not in the least intend 
to describe Western civilization as a whole, but only the human 
attitude which it presupposes and that has made its most typical 
creations possible. This attitude is to be distinguished from the 
attitudes that have produced other civilizations, past and present, 
by a fundamental anxiety and by the creation of ever greater 
risks, risks which constantly call back into question the certainties 
and securities previously gained. 

Finally, I am careful to say man, in general, because I believe 
in the ultimate unity of the human race, whatever may be the 
truth concerning its origins, about which we know so far next 
to nothing. 

As to the method that I intend to adopt, I shall illustrate it 
by an example. Western civilization has produced, among others, 
two thoroughly specific realities-the person and the machine. I 

Those two realities arc heterogeneous, of an order and nature not 
to be compared; but they are characteristic of our culture, not 
because they can provide a summary of it, but because the West, 
alone and first, produced them. I try therefore to imagine 
what one and coherent human attitude will serve to ex­
plain both those two apparently unrelated products. This leads 

IX 



X INTRODUCTION 

me to study the genesis of the Western Quest, and at the same 
time to inquire whither it is tending and to meditate upon the 
ambiguous future which it is laying up for mankind. 

Hence the question, Where are we? leads necessarily to two 
other questions, Where have we come from? and 111 here are we 
going? It is impossible to answer one without implying an answer 
to the other two. 

If I name the person and the machine among our specific 
products, many people may be content to quote Pascal, either 
aloud or under their breath, "The self is hateful," or else they 
may say, "The machine is useful, but it can enslave us." To 
think in this way is implicitly to adopt a position ( rudimentary, 
and in this instance negative as well) regarding the probable 
results of the Western Quest. In answering the question, Where 
are we? such people prejudge therefore the question, Where arc 
we going? and yet leave unanswered the Where have we come 
from?-that is to say, the problem of the organic genesis of the 
realities which they are appraising, and of their necessity once 
certain fundamental options are granted. Y ct how could we de­
termine the general direction of our advance without some notion 
of the place we have come from? 

But, inversely, inquiry into the origins of our civilization can 
never lead to our discovering an indisputable starting point. It 
will rather lead us to isolate in the past as many different start­
ing points as there are schools of thought in our human society 
today. One will speak of the invention of the plowshare, or of 
the wheel, or of the harnessing of the saddlehorse; another, of 
some Nordic invasion, or of the appearance of a new religion; a 
third will choose to seize on some clearly dated event, which he 
considers symbolic or big with consequences. And the one thing 
remaining certain is that the various starting points cannot be 
right separately, and that the problem of the precise beginning, 
of its date, and even of its nature, remains insoluble so long as 



INTRODUCTION Xl 

we confine ourselves to the past. In reality, the problem cannot 1 

meet with a significant answer unless the development of a given 
civilization is considered as a whole, with what has turned out 
to be permanent and with the constant aim which it seems to 
have pursued. Its end alone, slowly given shape, makes it possible 
to determine the truly fruitful elements in its genesis. 

All that amounts to saying that for the classroom question, 
How did this or that civilization originate? it is necessary to sub­
stitute a question about fundamental options, both initial and 
final, such as determine the type of venture or Quest upon which 
a given human group has engaged. All that suggests too that 
there is a profound and possibly illuminating analogy, term for 

I term, between a work of art and a civilization. When and where 
did the work have its birth? The day on which the first page was 
written, the first dab of color laid on, the first bars noted down, 
or was it on the day that we sketched a plan? Or again, ought 
we to go back as far as the note written on one's knee in the 
train, long ago, and that one comes across while sorting papers, 
or to some adolescent surge of feeling? Or simply to a commis­
sion one was given? Who can decide? What remains certain is 
that once there has been the first vision of a work already com­
pleted in imagination, every chance, every accident, and every 
encounter comes along to serve in its composition, and is both 
selected and transmuted-let us go further, created-by it. The 
question, "Is it good or bad?" recurs after every stroke of the 
brush, every sentence, and every bar, locally, in virtue of the 
particular technique adopted; but it occurs also in a more dif­
fused fashion in respect of the idea of the whole or of the direct­
ing vision. But that whole, that glimpsed goal, that grasp of the 
work, is predetermined in the indiscernible act-per naturam 
not to be located-whereby the work itself was conceived. The 
whole and the grasp of it will perhaps be modified on the way. 
Perhaps they will appear to the reader or spectator, or again to 
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the opinion of remote ages, very different from what the author 
himself imagined. No matter: without them nothing would have 
been done. "In _my end is my beginning," says a poet, translat­
ing the mystics. This holds for artists and scientists. It holds also 
for the collective work which a civilization stands for. 

The hypothesis by which the present work is guided may now 
be put into the terms of those analogies. It consists in postulat­
ing that the original attitude, the fundamental option of any 
human pursuit, conditions not only future discoveries, but also 
the nature of that which later on will be accepted as the reality. 
The factual, ethical, or cognitive results that a civilization yields 
do not so much disclose as a whole some reality in itself as 
illustrate the general direction in which the creative men and 

agents of that civilization have decided to seek and persiSt in 
seeking. Tell me what thou findest, and I shall tell thee what 
thou wast seeking. "Thou wouldst not be seeking me haclst th0u 
not already found me," says Pascal's God to man. But, on the 
other hand, thou wouldst not be finding me if thou hadst not 
already accepted me. 

It is the sim/Jle questions, those that are thought to be settled 
once and for all, that alone enable us to discover the essence, the 
characteristic genius, or, better, the initial finality of a given 
civilization. Does that civilization look on matter as good or bad? 
Does it consider individuality real or illusory? Docs it strive to 
transcend the self, or else to escape out of it as out of a prison, 
or again docs the civilization seek to deprive the self of autonomy 
by integrating it in a collective body, either administrative or 
~ythic? From the various answers that have been effectively 
given to those questions ensue the respective forms of Western 
and East • ·1· • ern c1v1 1zations, their vanished antecedents, and their 
totalitarian substitutes. 



Part One 

THE WAY AND THE QUEST 

A 





I. 

The Parting of the Ways 

Whatever are opposites co-operate, 
and from the divergent proceeds 
the most beautiful harmony. 

HERACLITUS 

RECOGNIZING OUR DIFFERENCES 

SPEAKING of the Absolute, which some call God, others the 
Self, or the Whole, or Being, Ramakrishna said: "There is no clif­
f erence, whether you call him 'Thee' or whether you think, 'I am 
He.' " If there were "no difference," there would be no basic 
antinomy between the Christian faith of the West and the re­
ligious teaching of Asia. 1 On other levels, however, differences 
are obvious. It would be wronging man to deny their connection 
with certain fundamental options which he has exercised at a 
religious level. 

In the name of the very wish for the union of mankind which 
inspires the best minds on either side, it appears to me vital to 
admit quite frankly the historical and spiritual existence of two 
different experiences, of two ways that diverged long ago, of t~o 
types of human venture that may be indicated by terms which 
are symbolical rather than geographical-the terms, East and 

1 The West is rep!esented in this particular ~ase by the orthod?x theology 
of European Cat!iohcs and Protestants, according to which God 1s the Th~e 
of man; and Asia, by the philosophical and religious systems such _as t e 
Advaita and the Brahmo Samaj, both Hindu, in which the Whole 15 con­
ceived as being no other than the I carried to full reality. 

3 
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West. To contrast the content of those tenns is the purpose of 
my first chapter . 

. Sor_ne readers may think it dangerous to emphasize what di_s­
tinguishes us instead of making the most of what we have m 
common; and feel that there is the risk of fostering prejudice 
an~, from a sense of symmetry, of exaggerating antitheses for 
which a higher wisdom would find the synthesis. I sec the 
danger. But it must also be understood that a final union of 
~inds will never be achieved at the price of sacrificing our vital 
diversities. Union presupposes rather that we should know the 
why and wherefore of these. To want to remain unaware of 
th~m for the sake of peace, to ignore them in silence or to ~ini­
mize them, is to throw away in advance the two major virtues 
of _a_ true union-fruitfulness and lastingness. A higher and truly 
unitive wisdom does not issue from ill-informed aspirations, nor 
from a refusal to see the present state of things clearly,_ nor by 
recourse to some universal "Tradition" reaching back mto the 
darkness of times past and submerging the concrete problems of 
our present century in an inclusive condemnation of the W cst. 2 

"In the ~ark every cat is gray," says the French proverb. It is a 
poor recipe for union that cannot survive the dawn! If East and 
West are one day to converge instead of to remain unaware of, 
o'" fighting " t • : one another, they will owe this far less to a ~c urn 
to the beginnings" than to a conscious and ever more lucid ad­
vance upon the respective goals of their double venture. Better 
grasped, fulfilled more nearly, those goals will prove one day to 
be complementary in a fashion which is still indescribable to us, 
but the present" . 

1ment of which bears us company. 

EXTERNAL REALITIES OF THE DIVISION 

Let us grant the hyPothcsis of a common origin, and of a 
2 I refer to the g 1 • · h w t claim to enera attitude of the modern authors who m t e es 

preserve "trad"f I h • Th • d Ut • o jecting int . 1 1ona t ought.' ey are mverte op1ans pr • 
that pre&eit !lasht thwhich .can bear everything but verification a negative of 

ic ey re1ect. 
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family of Inda-European idioms, of which Sanskrit is the oldest 
witness. Let us grant the existence between India and Europe of 
a relationship of race older than the Aryans. (This seems to 
be attested by the fact that Dravidians and Cretans shared 1 

symbols-a caduceus, a tree, a stone, a snake, a bull, and a 
mother-goddess.) Let us grant that the caste system, which the 
conquering Aryans foisted upon the peoples of India, originated 
in Europe, where Plato idealized it and Caesar was destined to 
see traces of it among the Gauls. This primitive identity as per­
haps it was, this unmistakable relationship at the outset, only 
makes more striking the divergence of subsequent developments. 

In the East, India codified castes, and even added one more,3 
made numerous sub-castes, and kept the system going for nearly 
thirty centuries, notwithstanding all the efforts exerted by re­
ligious reformers, by Buddha, by Islam, and by the English. In 
the West, on the other hand, the rise of Europe coincided with ✓ 
the successes of a permanent struggle against caste. Hellenic 
democracy, the expansion of Christian ethics, the Renaissance, 
and the French Revolution mark stages in the dissolution of the 
!_tipartite social system bequeathed by our Aryan ancestors. 

Against the common background the ·differences stand out. 
They can be seen incessantly asserting themselves in the ensemble 
or whole consistency of our history, in spite of the extended 
parenthesis of the J\1iddle Ages. In many respects, indeed, the 
J\fiddle Ages represented the "Eastern" period of the Vv est. Sym­
bolism predominated in every sphere, the three great castes were 
tending to form again; rites and ever more numerous traditions 
obstructed every effort at innovation or individual variation; 
the next world was regarded as more real than this one here 
below, whence accordingly it was a duty to escape rather than 
to try to make it over to suit the tastes of a vile body, and an 

11 The cas~e of Sudras or subjugat~d _natives; pariahs or persons of no 
caste are resisters to the process of social integration. 



6 
~ll-informed mind; everywhere the sacral-collective repressed the 
individual-rational. In this "Eastern" situation the tendency to 
individualism could only be exerted in mystical adventure. The 
true individual of the Middle Ages is Meister Eckart, even as in 
India it was first Buddha, then this or that guru down to our 
own day-that is, the holy man who cuts himself off from clan, 
customs, rites, and magic, and finally {rom dogma itself-

th
e 

social dogma first and then the religious-growing heterodox less 
by negation of an orthodoxy which he fancies he is still serving 
than by having actually passed beyond it. But the East had no 
Renaissance. The very length of its middle ages, which were 
brought still flourishing face to face with our technical age, 
betrays the absence of the dialectical tensions which provoked 

After the Renaissance the angle of divergence widene~ rapidly 

MAN'S WESTERN QUEST 

the end of ours. 

-to reach about 1800 at the beginning of our technical _c~n­
~ury. ~hereupon the reality of the almost diametrical opposition 
m which the two worlds stand became obvious to the leaSt cn­
\ightcne_d _trave\cr. Attenuated in Europe by all the monument~\ 
and rel~gious survivals of the Middle Ages, it strikes the eye 

111 

tbe _Umted States, where the living past docs not go back beyo
nd 

an imported post-Renaissance. • 
All over India there is nothing but pilgrimages, sanctuaries, 

holy places, and holy quarters o[ towns; sacred trees, rivers, and 
ammals; men and women crouching in prayer on their thresh­
olds, at the side of the street or road or else solitary and erect 

before an idol 4 A d • ' · n a universal poverty. 
In Europe, in a landscape where church steeples are still gen· 

erally th • • d e principal feature of the silhouette of village an town, 
a few pilgrimages and holy places, a few hundred old castles (in 

4 Perhaps in I d' 'f • • remembered th ~ 1h there are almost as many idols as inhabitants, 1 it ~s 
estimated at 3

3 
a t e ~umber of known gods in the Hindu pantheon 1s 
crores, 1.e,, 330 mi\lion, 
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mysticism, symbols of the soul) arc evidence of a sense of the 
holy the antiquity of which causes it to be prized, but are cut off 
from life, and arc being impatiently hemmed in by the great in­
dustrial suburbs and the scenic appurtenances of technics. 

America is without a single holy place apart from the churches 
in rich fake-Gothic, upon which the skyscrapers look down from 
a great eminence; without a single pilgrimage or a single real 
castle. Plains and cities equally immense, devoid of mystery, 
cleansed of all trace of primitive religion and of any veneration 
for things, plants, animals, or the supernatural. But there are a 
moral well-being and a material comfort in much of which all 
classes share. 

The Western traveler back from the East exclaims: "I saw 
only crowds, never a person!'' And the Eastern visitor who has 
been to and fro in our Western cities feels that he has seen only 
disorderly agitation, an absence of meaning and harmony, never 
a true spiritual being. 

INTERNAL REALITIES OF THE DIVISION 

a. Symbolism in East and West. 5 East and West are thus 
not only geographical entities easily definable if not easily de­
limited; nor are they merely historical complexes, the mixtures 
and superimpositions of which would be, incidentally, objects of 

5 I want to make it clear that in this chapter, apart frcim exceptions, _I 
select India to represent the East, and Christian Europe the West. That is 
to some .extent arbitrary, but how do otherwise if I ain not to confuse the 
intention of this book? Here now are some reasons to justify this proceed­
ing. India has played in Asia a part that may well be compared with that 
of Europe in the West. It is out of Hinduism that Buddhism came, and 
~rom India it spread over Tibet and China, Malaya and Burma, a great part 
of Indonesia, and finally over Japan. It is out of Catholicism that the Ref­
ormation came, and from Europe it emigrated to North America. The 
juxtaposition of Europe and India has a central significance, and might be 
made to correspond with the juxtaposition of Far West and Far East repre­
sented by two "heretical" forms of the initial religion-American moralism 
and Zen Buddhism, both anti-mystical. Historically, the possibility of the 
first juxtaposition was long delayed by the barrier of Islam, and could only 
begin in the nineteenth century; the second is occurring before our eyes, 
provoked by the shock of war between Japan and the United States. 
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a stud 
. Y no less fruitf I h • tion Th u t an that of their progressive diffcrcntia-

• ey are those th· , b 
more-tw mg::. cyond all doubt, but they arc much 
Quest of t~ ~ys for man, two main directions of his tireless 
meaning of e eal. To pass from the geographical and historical 
ing, let our two terms to their symbolical and spiritual mean-

us resort to th • • 
religious h"l e V1S1onary accounts which two great 
Sohrawa d~ 1hosophers of Persia and Arabia, Avicenna and 

r 1, ave l ft h" f Avi , e on t is undamental subject. 0 

cenna s acco t • . . . . 
forlllS of r h un 15 an irut1at1on to the East: a world of 

ig t cont t· • . . I and with th ' ras mg with the West and its terrcstnal word 
c Far W t f . adept des .6 es O pure matter. An angel appearing to an 

en es to h" . 
data are t 1m a cosmos of which the ostensibly physical 
. ransmuted • • • mg his c II mto symbols, and the angel ends by mvit-

0 ocutor t d What is the s 0 _ un ertake the mystical journey to the East. 
Forms and fYmbohcal cosmos here? On the right, the East of 

0 the R· • s · · 1· • verse• on th 1 15mg un, beyond which 1s the ange ic um-
, e cft th 'V • along the f h ' e r est of Matter and of the Settmg Sun, 

art er sho f h" • dd " (non-being) T re O w 1ch hes "a sea warm and mu y 
try. "Th • he Dark One reigns permanently over this coun-

ose who 1. 
[The them f _cu tivate its soil come from elsewhere. . . . 

e o Exile ] A d h" . . • a desert of 1 • n t 1s climate 1s a place of devastat10n, 
sat, filled w·th d" b • • d tumults· 1-0 i istur ances, wars d1sputat10ns, an 

' Y and b ' distant spot ,, B eauty are but a loan obtained from some 
meeting pla~e ;tween East and \Vest-that is to say, at the 
circumscribed: ~'It~atter and form-is a place intermediately 
our terrestrial rr ) s the place we know best." ( Here is meant 

1 1 e. 
n the Account 

e Cf H of the Western Exile of the Soul Sohrawardi 
1954); ai,rrb Corbin, Avicen . . . . 
Sohraward' Y the same ne et le Rec1t v1sionna1re, 2 vols. (Teheran, 
accounts ,.:h. vb.I. I (Tehetutb~r, CEuvres philosophiques et mystiques de 
(The Ace ic I mention ~•. 952) • These contain the text of the two 
occidental odntz/t llayY ibn ycenna's is entitled Re cit d' H ayy ib n Y aqztin 
belongs to th: t me (Account a(zhn)W; that of S?hrawardi, Recit de l'exil 

enth century th O t e estern Exile of the Soul). The first 
• e second to the twelfth. 
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describes the soul's pilgrimage, its "exile" in the bonds of matter 
and body which hold it captive in their black fortresses, its de­
parture to the East of illumination, of origins and of deliverance. 
And there are the same symbolical meanings of East and \Vest 
as in Avicenna's account, to which, for that matter, the author 
connects his tale, which is a vision.' 

Let us now try to draw up a list of the symbolical characters 
which the two writers attribute to East and West. Let us add the 
qualifying adjectives which, from the time of the pre-Socratics 
down to our own day, every \Vcstern mind that has been nour­
ished on the mystic teaching of the Near East 8 has coupled with 
the two terms. \Ve shall have the following scheme, formed of 
fourteen antitheses: 

EAST. Dawn, morning, the high, the right side, extreme re­
finement, light, the Angel of Revelation, the final goal, the soul, 
initiation, wisdom, regeneration, knowledge freed by illumina­
tion, the original homeland. 

WEST. Sunset, evening, the low, the left side, opaque thick­
ness, twilight, the demon of utilitarianism and blind power, 
obliviousness to the aims of the spirit, body, and matter, dis­
orderly activity, passion, degradation, knowledge gone astray and 
obscured by material and passionate bonds, the place of exile. 

The unanimity of interpretation-entirely favorable to the 
East-of our two symbolical terms cannot fail to be impressive. 
It cannot be passed off as anything accidental, physical or anec­
dotal. For if the sun rises in the East for the Greeks, so it does 

7 Note that Avicenna and the Sufi mystic both wrote in that "place i_nter­
mcdiately circumscribed between East and West" which is formed, physically 
on this occasion, by Arabia and Persia. Their West was the Greece '?f Aris­
totle, and the East was not India or China, but that of the "illununated" 
mysticism of some Koranic traditions. 

s I have. in mind _Parmenides and Plato, the gnostics, the P_istis Sophia, 
St. Augustine and his famous contrast between cognitio matutina and cog­
nitio vespertina, the Manichaeans and the Sufi mystics, and their remote 
Catharist and "courtly" disciples, Pico della Mirandola Jakob Boehme, and 
the German romantic philosophers and poets, and of' course all European 
occultists from the Middle Ages down to our day. 
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for the Hindus, and these do not stand for the \Vest in the sight 
of C~in_a or Malaya, nor is Japan the West for America! The 
~na~1m1ty thus discloses a form of spirit, a tendency of the soul­
it might even be said, an "orientation" of the Western psyche. 
But from the prestige of that East, which is not the East of 
atlases, the real East-which stretches from Persia to Japan via 
India and China-benefits very considerably in our minds. 

We shall see later on in the present book how the historical 
West, in taking up a challenge which seemed overwhelming and 

which it had thrown down to itself, by accepting "to sink into 
matter," and by accepting passions and bodies at whatever risk 
t~ soul and spirit, gained the means to potential greatness and to 
difficult truth-means that are the stakes of its venture. 

b. Incarnation and Excarnation. If we pass to the plane of 
experienced realities, metaphysical and religious, the di~ision of 
Ea5t and West takes on a different value, even though it seems 
by its form to correspond to the scheme which has juSt been 
drawn up. A German traveler O asked a yogi: "Haven't you too 
in India tried to square the circle?" The yogi replied: "We are 
trying on the contrary to equate the square to a circle." The 
European's comment on that brief exchange is as follows: 

In those two ways of self-realization one croing from the circle 
to the square and the other inversely,' are e:pressed the different 
missions-both of them legitimate-of West and East • • • [for] 
the square-or better, the cube-is everywhere the symbol of m_at­
ter, and the circle-or sphere-that of spirit. So that the sq~armg 
of the circle is the transformation of spirit into matter, or agam the 
materialization of spirit, whereas the passage of the square into the 
circle figures the return of matter to spirit. The first operation 
means in human terms Incarnation (birth), the second Excarna­
tion (death) . 

9 Cf. Hans Hasso van Veltheim, Tagebucher aus Asien (Hamburg, 1955) • 
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I should like to illustrate this idea in my turn by expounding it 
in three various aspects. 

CHRIST AND BUDDHA. The Son of God uncreated transcend-
' ' ent, enters into immanence and History, makes Himself into a 

material body, flesh of a poor child, takes upon Himself the most 
dire suffering, and finally dies of pain-all in order to speak to 
men in their own language, in terms of their existence, and to 
save them there where they are, by sole faith in the act of for­
giveness, and the love and grace of God. 

The son of a king of this world leaves his princely palace to 
enter upon the most destitute solitude, and there discovers that 
the way of salvation is to reject the world, the body, and suffer­
ing, in order to rise to transcendent Nothingness. 

The two movements-descent and reascent-are only in ap­
pearance open to being superimposed upon one another; for in 
the first case what occurs really is the creative descent of God 
into man, and in the second case there is an attempt by man to 
ascend toward that which denies the creature. 

FAITH AND KNOWLEDGE. The Oriental, turning his back on 
the "world," decides to attain salvation with his whole self, but 
with his self alone, detached and progressively illumined: the 
way of direct knowledge of Spirit. The man of the \Vest, turning 
his back to the sun, in which he continues to believe while not 
seeing it, decides to imitate God the Creator by working inside 
the divine creation: the way of active obedience in the shadow 
of faith. 

The danger which the Oriental runs is that excarnation will 
be too easy. ( In the process the created world is lost, with its 
purpose and justification, and the knowledge and control of its 
structure.) The danger for the man of the \·Vest is a too thorough 
incarnation. (The individual is lost in matter and material struc­
ture, and the exigencies and control of spiritual realities get 
overlooked.) 
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VERIFYING THE WAY: TWO FORMS OF EXPERIENCE. For a 
Hindu, it is not a matter of reaching knowledge of the divine 
through "the leap of faith," which does not bring enough knowl­
edge, and does not open up a verifiable way which can be freely 
traversed; but a matter of reaching knowledge of the divine 
through an askesis which subjects body and mind to spirit, an? 
hence delivers the latter from the bonds of Prakriti ( the mam­
f este~ world, which is illusion), so that it may go to the Spirit, 
knowing what it is doing. "O Beloved! However impregnated 
with Knowledge, however unattached, however versed in thte 
L~w, and however master of self he may be, a god even canno ' 
Without Yoga, reach deliverance." ( Y oga-anka.) 

For a man of the West, on the contrary, it is not a m~tter of 
knowing God by putting the manifested world on one side, or 
by resting content with direct intuitions about that world ( on the 
nature of the atom for example) which do not allow the r?ad 
t b ' ' b hys1cal 0 e gone over again at will by the intellect and Y P . 
action b . t of knowmg ' nor su sequently to be verified· but a mat er 
God by th • . ' . d' 'pline order-• e patient study of particular thmgs, a 15ci 
1ng the • II . d 1·ty and the mte ect according to the laws of create rea i ' . 
body to ff • . te Creation e ective action so as the better to penetra . 
and m t • ' • Iar thmgs as er its principle. "The more we know particu ' 
the more k 

we now God." (Spinoza.) . 
Thus do bts • does distrust. F u meet and cros.s and so too at times d 

or each th' ks ' . ? D he really fin . in about the other: Is 1t true. oes 
*e ?bJec_t of his seeking? And that object itself, is it truly real? 
b O identify the self with the One with divinity-may that not 

e, the man of the West thinks ~ psychological illusion of the 
very rar b • ' d 't d f e eings who say that they have been able to O 1 , an 
or 0thers an exhausting solipsism? To master the secrets of the 

:osmos, and perhaps tomorrow those of life the Oriental thinks: 
is that n t • ' d 0 to reign over Maya? And each will be tempte to 
regard as illusory the "proofs" which the other invokes, since 



THE PARTI:NG OF THE \VAYS 

they apply to a reality which is itself held to be illusion. And it 
seems to each that the most sincere "explanations" given by the 
other are in truth but "implications" of his fundamental option. 
All mere tautology! 

c. Individual and Tradition. That the \Vest is individualist 
and the East traditional is something that it seems difficult to 
doubt. 10 All writers who have dealt with my subject agree at 
least on that point, in spite of divergences in their vocabulary, in 
their angle of vision, or else in their judgments of value. Never­
theless, the matter does not seem to me quite so simple, and I 
discern in it a complexity the nature of which I shall try to 
indicate by quoting the following remarks, made in India: 

Too many people everywhere! Three servants for my simple hotel 
room. Seven or eight men, one of whom is working, in every tiny 
shop. The roadway invaded by a crowd moving in all directions, so 
that the passage of wheeled traffic is always obstructed. The pave­
ments thick with sleepers at night. And I saw five people on one 
bicycle! Are these people ever alone? Can the individual really 
matter amid this everlasting swarm? But now I go to an old part of 
the town that stands round a great holy rectangular pond. Here are 
sinuous little streets lined with narrow houses-birdcages clumsily 
piled on top of one another; eyes gleam in the semi-darkness; 
bodies at prayer are packed together in recesses; silence prevails, 
and a profound dignity. A group of attentive men in a courtyard is 
listening to the reader of poems-poems of holy legends. Never has 
life seemed to me more serious or more simply adorable. The ir­
regular tinkling of bells is the only sound. And what are those little 
garages with latticed gates over which rise baroque bell-turrets? 
They are temples, my guide tells me. In front of an idol decked in 

10 The adjective "traditional" is used here with its strict initiatory and 
religious meaning, and must not be confused with "conservative," "routineer," 
"reactionary," etc. "Traditional" is what any man is who thinks that re­
ligious tradition must nullify individual innovation, and that the goal of 
human inquiry cannot be either progress or invcnti<:>n, ?ut. must be God, 
the identification of the inquirer with an Object which 1s situated beyond 
the domain of any possible change. 
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d r tary woman or 
precious silk and necklaces of glassware stan s a so 1 . bl k . kindles ac 
man, erect and motionless. In a little yard a pnest re 
candles before a trickling fountain. . squat-

I think of the holy men wandering over the countrysidTehor •s no . . ere 1 
tmg tailor-fashion for long hours in their hollows. • • • h The 

bl' h" • I d" 1· nized churc • , pu 1c wors 1p m n 1a, no 1turgy, no orga • . h divine. 
gregarious Hindus are alone only when face to face with. t \urches 
W . • h • • 1· gather inc esterners, Jealously guardmg t eir pnvate ivcs, _ noth-, . I ].;now 
to hear choirs sing. Mozart's masses, Bach s passions- h sense of 
ing more European, nothing that more truly awakens t e purified 
community. We have invented ecclesia. And while they are 
b . l . d • to<Tether. y iso atzon, as magic demands, we pray an sing ::, 

• t of genius. 
Here I must quote Rudolf Kassner, Austrian essaY15 b rgcs a 

h• h su me 
, Nobody has better conveyed the impression w ic . crowd. 

European delivered up to India, immersed in the In~ia_n exact if 
! spoke above of the "gregarious" Hindus: the term 1~:odied. I 
1t _suggests a "collective," or anything organized aud e "the 
. . h phrase, 
intended something else. Kassner supplies me wit a . 11 

magical body,'' and his commentary upon it is as follows· 

I . . . . 1· d bod . h t Self or with a ncorporate spirit, or spmtua ize y, wit ou ' "ical 
S lf h. • . the rna::, 

e w 1ch is but a mere centre. The magical man, and 
b d h . h . d . contrary o y, as neit er irony nor para ox, because it has no 
no contradiction. 

D • f " "b"l" " • • ense of the est1tute o sens1 i 1ty m the eighteenth-century s f 
d f l. . . . unaware o 

wor , o mora 1zmg concern, or revolutionary sp1nt, . b t 
curiosity, the he of "the magical body" can care nothing a ou 
d. · • h b nd hence 1stmct ng ts or a out prospects or about a mirror, a 
nothing about a personality or a face. 

One may go so far as to contend that contradictions represent so 
little in his existence that nothing in the world seems to endang~r 
or betray him less than a mystifier or plagiarist. The habitual fakir 

11 Rudolf Kassner, Buch der Erinnerung. 
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of streets and squares, the man of tricks, appertains to him: he 
forms the edge, the border, of the saint's world, as idols form the 
edge or border of the divine Realities. 

~ 111agic goes beyond the person, or, rather, dissolves the 
. perso!l in metamorphosis. Animal, man, demon, symbol,-the god 

or saint-everything communicates in magic, everything is trans­
muted without obstacle, measure, limit, or distance-in an inex­
pressible identity within which our conceptions of liberty, ac~ion, 
person, and history no longer have either point or purpose. The 
magical world is in the form of a hard ball, infinite and all­
embracing. In the \Vest, the self and the not-self, yes and no, 
good and evil, liberty and destiny, the very person and its in­
dividual arc in contradiction, tension, or dissension, and inces­
santly repeat the sign of the Cross. 

I was saying that the way of the individual in India, like that 
. of the medieval mystic, has to be flight into the Absolute. Thus 
the self grows conscious and detaches itself, escapes from the 
magical body-in short, isolates itself-but this is the better to 
lose itself in fulfillment, since the self is way, and the way con­
sists in progressively liberating a spirit from the illusion of being 
distinct. lt all comes down to the two opposites: pantheism and 
personal God. For there is no person unless there is also a God 
that beckons. And the East knows nothing of the sort. \Vhether 
it is supposed that there is no God-as in the Sankhya system 
and in Buddhism-or whether it is supposed, according to the 
Advaita, that God does not "exist" but that he is All, and that 
the All or Real is but the Self fully realized and accomplished 
(That Thwam Asi)-therc is in either case as little person in 
Hindu gnosis as distinct Self in Buddhism. Whether there is no 
God or whether the I is the All-in either case the Other van­
ishes; no dialogue is possible, no call, and hence no vocation, 12 

12 Vocation, from vocare, to call. 
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and accordingly no person. From this ensues a world of precise 
consequences-a world literally, as I hope to show • 

. Let us return to Ramakrishna's declaration which I quoted at 
the beginning of this chapter. "There is no difference, whether 
you call him 'Thee' or whether you think, 'I am He.' " We are 
now able to read into this a true definition of the Eastern re­
ligious attitude. For it is quite certain that the identity which is 
reflected in that attitude evacuates personal existence, and that, 
in return, the negation of the person assumes that the difference 
between the divine Thee and the self of man is suppressed. On 
the other \land, the West affirms itself and is actualized at the 
point where the difference is held to be essential; for upon it 
alone is grounded the true person, which assumes the individual 
and also transcends him, connecting him with Spirit as with his 
neighbor. And simultaneously there appears society in the stead 
and place of the magical body. 

YIN AND YANG 

In ~he centr~l symbol of Chinese teaching ( a circle divided by 
a ~apital S which represents the Way or the Tao) a black spot 
sthrikes the white part and a white spot the black part. It is thus 
s own that the mas r l • 

f h Y . cu me e ement 1s not absent from the region 
0 t e m, and that the f • • 1 
region of th y e~mme e ement remains present in the 

e ang. Having bee 'fi d b . • 
relation of the · t n ven e Y sexologists, this 

mer-presence of • • 
the respective zones f E opposites 1s no less evident in 

0 ast and West Wh 
amp~e,_ that there are in the West • . ~ would_ deny, for ex-
physicists in the East' B t . great spmtual bemgs and great 

• . • u it occurs to b d 
scientific East or of the mystical West no o y to speak of the 

Sankara at times prefigur Th • . 
happens now and then to es onusm, and Meister Eckhart 
~hagavad Gita eulogizes ac:~press h_i~self like a Buddhist. The 
1ty Th ion, Qu1etis • • e greatest mystics of E m gives praise to passiv-

urope found h t at they were being 
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charged with atheism on the strength of their ultimate conclu­
sions ( condemned and often destroyed), while there are plenty 
of Hindu schools to affirm the reality of the Self, of the action 
of Grace, and even of a personal God. The idea of the "way" 
of "individual law" (Suadharma) seems akin to the idea of per­
sonal vocation, while we are the inventors of collectivism. 

And nothing is easier than to point to writings which appar­
ently wreck my theory of the two Ways. To what mystical school 
of Hinduism belongs the author of the command: "Put aside 
things, 0 Lover, thy way is flight"? To what Buddhist yana 
should we attach him who said: "You must love God like not­
God, not-Spirit, not-Person, not-image. . . . A One pure and 
absolute, devoid of the least duality, into which we have to sink 
eternally from nothingness to nothingness"? And inversely who is 
the Christian mystic who reminds us that "after avoiding all 
attachment" and having taken the way of divine knowledge, "it 
is necessary to remain in action, maintaining an equable spirit, 
whether the action bears its fruit or not"? I have been quoting 
in order St. John of the Cross, Eckhart, and the Bhagavad Gita. 
And yet it would be even more inaccurate than commonplace 
to repeat here, "All is in all." The white part contains a black 
circle, but it is white all the same, not gray. 

WHAT Is A MAN WoRTH? 

And finally we need to notice the major resultants of the doc­
trinal complexes within which, as I have been showing, there is 
a wealth of contradiction. Our mystics do not form our morals, 
in the West. They ground themselves upon the negation of our 
common beliefs, and of our institutions. They represent the 
Eastern spot upon our sphere. Counterbalancing this, the East is 
a stranger to churches. The Bible and the Vedas have really 
nothing in common, and the use to which each is put is not at 
all the same. The crowd at Benares is not the crowd at Lourdes, 

[I 
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even if it is believed that God will know his own, whether they 

bathe fully clad or naked. Belief in metempsychosis is more 
natural to the mind of the West than is supposed, but it is with­
out effect in Western religious life, and still less in Wes tern social 
life. 

But it is in reply to the question, What is a man worth? ( an 
individual man, a human sample taken at random)' that the 
most revealing statements about East and West are elicited, and 
nothing better illustrates the actual divergence of the "major 
resultants" I am speaking of. I shall give two concrete examples. 
I find the first in Kassner, in the chapter where he describes the 
magical body: 13 

Herodotus tells the story of one of the great men of the kingdo'.11 
who, in exchange for all he had done for Xerxes and his army, m 
preparing for the campaign against the Greeks, asked the king as a 
favour to exempt from war service one of his five sons. Whereupon 
Xerxes, being irritated, had this one son put to death and his body 
cleaved in two lengthwise. And between the two cloven halves from 
head to crutch, like a carcase of beef on the stone slab of a 
butcher's, right in the middle marched the armies that were off to 
fight the Greeks, and in th: armies were the four sons and the 
father of the boy slit in two. What is wanting here is the Greek idea 
of the mean, and, bound up with it, the idea of liberty. Alone the 
mean for man contains the idea of human individuality. 

My second example is taken from an es.say by Ernest Jilnger: 14 

The relations which a man sustains with free will reach back to 
h• • • S · d have 1s ongms: o very often they remain hidden from him; an . 
to be deciphered in his c>ctions and opinions. What he believes 
about the person, about destiny, what he proclaims to be moral or 
immoral, his attitude in the presence of death-all that depends on 
the place which he assigns to free will. Even if no philosopher, he 

13 Rudolf Kassner, op. cit. 
14 Ernest Jiinger, "Der gordische Knoten." 
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shows himself in this respect attuned to the finest distinctions, 
although the results are manifested not by his mind but in what he 
does and in how he moves. 

This is particularly true for the value which he sets upon life 
itself. When in 1194 the Count of Champagne, during his journey 
throug-h Armenia, reached the border of the Assassins' territory, the 
Grand Master conducted him and on the way showed his palaces 
and castles. They came to a stronghold with two lofty towers on 
either side; two watchmen in white were posted on top of each. 
The grand master wished to show the count that his men obeyed 
him better than subjects obeyed their Christian masters: he raised 
his arm, and the two watchmen threw themselves off the towers 
and crashed on to the rocky ground below. 

Then he asked the count if by another sign he should order to 
death all the sentries at the loop-holes along the walls. The latter 
begged him to do nothing of the kind, admitting, however, that he 
could not expect from his vassals the same docility. 

. . . And every European will have at this point the same feel­
ing as the Count of Champagne: he will find himself brought to a 
point at which there will burst out of him the most sincere and 
most violent refusal. The fundamental forms about which he 
fancied he was certain, such as courage and loyalty, obedience, sac­
rifice, order and discipline, arc now wrenched out of place; the 
horror of an alien world rises in him like nausea. 

That horror will always overcome anybody who respects in man 
the kernel of liberty that it will not do to attack. \\That goes on 
within it, what comes out of it, can only be due to free will, under 
penalty of being vain, and even vile, as are favours obtained under 
duress. If the kernel is damaged, it emits clouds of nothingness. 

The reaction of our two Western authors is no less significant 
for our present purpose than the stories they tell. Both set up the 
same connection between the little worth put on human life and 
the negation of the person, or, simply, of individuality. For both, 
human liberty has for its condition the person. 

It will be said that the West invented gas chambers whereas 
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the East has prof cssed a respect of life that goes so far as to 
involve refusing to destroy vermin. 15 Nevertheless, the adoration 
of life in general does not mean respect of human life. The 
Bhagavad Gita, which has nothing Buddhist about it, teaches 

/_. that, death being the common lot, to kill is not really serious ex­
cept in the eyes of ignorance. Whether a victim is sliced up or 
spared, he will not escape the necessity of rebirth into a thousand 
or a hundred thousand successive lives. Metempsychosis evacuates 
the dreadful sanctions of resurrection: those summed up in the 
picture of the martyr who comes back, his head under his arm. 

What of our West? True, Europe, which believes in the abso­
lute value of the person in every individual, has none the Jes.5 

experienced tortures, bonfires, the stake, the guillotine, and mas­
sacres ( either patriotic or religious). It has even invented total 
war! Whence, then, arises that "horror" and that "most vio!ent 
refusal" which the European, according to Jiinger, experien~es 
on meeting with Oriental cruelty? We are no less cruel, but dif­
ferently. For we are cruel in the thick of drama, and they act 
cruelly according to magic. No "wisdom" clears us; on the co~­
trary, we stand condemned by our faith. An Oriental's cruelty is 
as though fated, and hence without restraint, without sin, with­
out contradiction or remorse. It is divine, and we are criminals. 
If the self is but a temporal illusion, whoever kills is destro~ing 
nothing that matters; but, on the contrary, if the free and unique 
self is a reality believed to be inviolable, then nothing can justify 
our belligerent delirium. 

I am not passing judgment. I am being objective. There are 
differences. And my purpose is not to set them in relief in order 
to incite the reader to make comparisons to the advantage of one 
or the other camp; for there is no camp, and no struggle going 

15 While rendering it harmless, however, by gorging it with the impure 
blood _of a no-cast.e servant, who precedes his master in the latter's bed and 
lets himself b_e. bitten abundantly by lice and fleas and so dispenses his 
master from kilhng them. (Quoted from Kassner, op. cit.) 
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on-let that be said once for all. There are only two all-inclusive 
experiences which need to be interpreted. But the infinite com­
plexity of the data compels us to examine only partial and typical 
examples. It will have been noticed that I have taken mine for 
preference from the religious domain. That is where--is it not?­
that the irritating question of which of this or that is "superior" 
yields the smallest amount of meaning, and, in fact, loses all 
point, since there are no mensurable elements available, as there 
would be on the plane of economics or of the social situation, for 
example. I have been trying to outline the primordial options 
which gave rise to two divergent ways. It seemed to me that in 
mysticism, in religion, and in the explanation of both are where 
we might come upon them unawares, for there they are in the 
nascent state. \Vhether they are first causes or whether they are 
effects, whether they sum up a series of antecedent factors or, 
on the contrary, launch history-those are questions which mat­
ter less than it matters to have had a good view of the options, 
and, setting out from a fairly simple contrast between two con­
ceptions of man and his ends, to pursue that one of the two 
the consequences of which formed the West. 



II. 

How the Drama Began 

DELIVERED t h 
tion sp d O t e small Hebrew nation, the Christian revela-

rea over a ld • 
in the t . Wor m which there was no thinking except 

erms and c • 
The Ch . . oncepts that had been elaborated by Hellenism. 

nstian faith h 
discourse h was t us led to speak in Greek too. But its 
The latte:at ired together a people and raised up a community. 
pened th t ca ed for embodiment and institutions. And it hap-

a on the r · 
Roman wo Id po Itrcal and social plane there was only the 
the framew r k. The Church was accordingly organized within 

. or of the E • . d . . f Within the mpire, even as its octrme was m armed 
categories of D· l 

Incarnation d" l . Ia ectic. 
those three ' ra ectrc, ecdcsia-J erusalem, Athens, Rome-

Words k 
charged with h" u_n nown to the East, those three names 
h a 1stonc I . t e relations d a meamng, open the Western drama. In 

conflicts and t:: . tensions which they instituted, in the latent 
they shared a dl~probable but necessary compromises in which 

, n In the v • . f h . . . power, the hist anatrons o t eir respective port10ns of 
. ory of th w · sometimes seem th . e est 1s begotten and begun. It may 

of the triple en at this history is all implied in the occurrence 
counter • 

sonant, and that at h ' In so many respects unlikely and dis-
drama there m : e_ outset of the successive vicissitude.s in the 
chord in quest afy· e imagined the kind of ardent desire of a 

• o its resol t" 
u IOn. . . Nevertheless, the West did 

22 
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not arise as though in response to a challenge: it lacked that 
principle of original coherence. The East-so remote in space 
and so near in the collective spirit-was no longer a menace, or 
had not yet become one. 1 It could not disturb the Pax Romana. 
The West did not arise as we are told that the great cultures and 
civilizations arose, animated by a dream which worked out their 
destiny and which at first made up for an unaccepted lot. It 
arose like a venture out of a most unwonted and hardly credible 
event which supervened at the hazardous crossroads of diverse 
traditions, some of them incompatible. And that initial event 
seems to us accidental; I mean that it would be no good trying 
to deduce it from a certain general situation or from some call 
that arose in the ancient world. Nobody can show that it came 
about at an appointed hour. It bore at the beginning the stig­
mata of reality, and not the signs of myth. It has no verisimili­
tude; it is true. It was not expected; there it is. Thus arose the 
West: like a drama about which it is possible after the event to 
dispute its unity of action, but not its shock. 

For there was an initial shock, a sudden beginning, a great 
liberation of spiritual and moral energy that had been provoked 
by the instantaneous integration of two radically different reali­
ties-the divine Word and the flesh. 

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, 
and the Word was God .... And the Word was made flesh, and 
dwelt among us ... full of grace and truth. 

This scandal for the Greeks, this foolishness for the Jews, this 
disorder in the eyes of the Romans, this additional avatar in the 
eyes of Orientals was nevertheless going to preserve the legacy of 
Socrates, fulfill the expectation of the Prophets, and create the 
Church that was going to take over the edifice of the faltering 
imperial order. As for the East ... The East of Myth ceases 

1 Alexander had been dead for three centuries· Attila was not going to 
leap into view on the Rhine till the year 450. ' ' • 
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where History begins, and so too the East of that Silence in 
which God speaks. And the Incarnation is the Word that has 

entered through the flesh into History. 
The Hindu avatar-which is the descent of the god into the 

body of an animal or man-recurs in dark and catastrophic 
times. Thus the ten incarnations of Vishnu-nine of them having 
already occurred-have for their successive causes the deluge, a 
holy mountain threatened with being engulfed, a pressing n:ed 
of eliminating a too powerful devil, a quarrel between a ~mg 
and gods, the rivalry of two castes, etc. Buddha was the mnth 
incarnation; and the tenth Kalki will be the destroyer of our 
radically degenerate world. The 'Bhagavad Gita teaches th~t 
God is incarnated each time evil exceeds good and begins to tip 
the scales. Thus the age of the Hindu avatar is that of M~th, 
not of History. The avatar is repeated, it occurs "ev:ry ~1me 
that ... "; it is cyclical, archetypal, and thus a-h1stoncal, 
whereas the Incarnation as is affirmed forcibly by St. Paul and 
in the Epistle to the Hebrews, has occurred ''once for all." '!'he 
?eart of the _Creed is thus expressly situated in prof ~ne durat10n, 
!~ the dura~on of History, and the history is definitely dated-

under Pontius Pilate." 
Here, ~hen, is the Logos, the Word-and not the Silence of 

t~e mystics or of Hindu-Buddhist Asia 2-became through a 
single ~o:ement of the Spirit both Word of God and human 
form, md1ssolubly, in the Person of the Son. Here is the start ~f 
the Christ'.a~ "way." And that way is not a method, an askesis, 
a system; it is not the course of a star laid out by other stars, nor 
a way to be taken, but indeed a way that has to be lived and 

2 'fheologi~ns might have much to sa about the use of the Word in the 
ma~1C<;>•myth1c East on the one hand ~nd on the other, in the West of 
Christians. The mantr_a is not the log~s. It• gives power over man, but also 
?ver gods. The logos_ is a director of action whereas the mantra-a sacred 
.ormula-serves to ~1berate man from M~ya and the latter's eph;eme.ral 
powers. Far fro_m bemg self-incarnating it dissolves; it dissipates the 11lus1on 
that there are lmks connecting forms to 'individual. 
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that one has oneself to become, for it is a person! "J am the 
way, the truth, and the life." 

At the end of the way will be found Grace, which is the gift 
of the personal God "who first loved us." And Grace is simul­
taneously prevenient help, final forgiveness, beatitude; both the 
condition of being saved and salvation. It is a term alien alike 
to Antiquity and to the East. For the Greeks were familiar only 
with Fortune and its throws; and the East was familiar only with 
an infinitely patient askesis. 3 It is curious, but not on the whole 
contradictory, that the rationalist Greeks should have believed 
in chance, whereas the mystical, pantheistic, and astrological 
Hindus have awaited salvation only from the effort which a man 
is to exert upon his own mind. For the Christian, the paradox is 
not merely apparent, it is constitutive and radical: salvation 
comes from God to man, it is initiated by God alone, and given 
by a pure grace; and yet any man who has received it must act 
as though he were gaining it! That is what St. Paul says in the 
difficult words: "Work out your own salvation ... For it is 
God which worketh in you both to will and to do, of his good 
pleasure." ' 

Between the Word and Grace, between vocation and for­
giveness, how find and live the way? For the East, the way is 
knowledge, progressive illumination ( or even instantaneous 
illumination, according to the Zen). For the Christian, experi­
ence of the way is involved with experience of faith, which is 
not only belief, or "the substance of things hoped for," or "the 
evidence of things not seen," but the anticipation of grace-final 
grace-and the sole guide. "By faith Abraham, when he was 
called to go out into a place which he should after receive for 

5 Notwithstanding claims that there is a divine Grace in the Vishishta 
Advaita system; that is due to Christian influences. 

4 Philippians, II, 12-13. The doctrine of predestination emphasizes the 
paradox still more through its double insistence that man is fully responsible 
and yet that the salvation of each is due to the eternal prescience and 
decision of God. 



an inheritance obeyed; and he went out, not knowing whi
th

er ' • a 
he went."• A. man of faith is bound to be a rnan on h,s way, " 0 

viator, the eternal "sojourner on earth," who has here below n 
abiding city." Re knows not; he believes. Re has not; he hopCS· 
Re sees not; he obeys. And his road is not defined like the un· 
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· • • ated 
varymg orbit of a star, but is permanently venture: 1t 1s ere • 
under the feet of those who take it. Thus faith, which is actl\·e 

confidence, is also essential anxiety. 
'But what happens to ethics in all this? Ethics are replaced by 

Love. In order to measure the extent of the revolution here, it is 
necessary to understand what was the sacred what the sacred 
still is, in the East. The morality of the A.nci~nts was based on 
nte, and in the magical world morality is but rite. Only 

th
e 

'."odern belief in "scientific laws" and in "technical necessities" 
m general cnves us "d f • • • 'festa-• 0- some 1 ea o what magico-rehg1ous man1 

t1ons then mea t d h • h ·r . n , an w at indisputably followed upon t ei 

transgression Th ff • h • h · e O ense once committed could be dealt wit 

neit er by op· • . mi~n nor by a 1ury. It was rather like some gross 

error m calculatm th • setting -
1 

~ e assembly of the parts of a machine or in 
rai way pomts· th • • ·t right· it d ' at is to say, there was no putting 

1 

, suspen ed the offender from 
1
. normal course of life, it excluded the 

rea ity and 't l but for the pun· h ' 1 c amored not for his repentance 
is ment that ld Such was the anc· f wou restore order. 

ient ramew k " sense of the word- h' h or - traditional" in the Eastern 
w ic the Ch •• upset and overturn w· h nst1an message was going to 

l f • it St Paul ru e 
O 

Law to the rul r ·...., . ' we pass all at once from the 
L " .. '11 . e OL r a1th. th • ove. n thmgs are lawf l b ' at lS to say from Rite to 
"Th · u , ut ' , ere is nothing unclean f . not all things are expedient.' 
are p ,, s· . o itself ,, b " ure. 1m1larly, St. Au . ' ut to the pure all things 
you will." Now these stateme:s~me ~l. "Love God and do what 

5 H b mva idat f e rews, XI, 1 and 8. e rom a spiritual stand-
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point every kind of codified, ritualistic, or rational morality. 
They imply indeed that the worth of an action cannot be judged 
by the extent to which it is consonant with the rules of the sacred 
or of the social, but that what it means must depend upon a 
private attitude, upon a free appreciation of the person, so far as 
determining if the action has expressed love and if it edifies. "For 
why is my liberty judged of another man's conscience?" exclaims 
St. Paul. 6 The freedom in question is, for that matter, not license, 
because it is directed by the very love which has first made it 
possible: it is responsibility. "Ye have been ca1led unto liberty; 
only use not liberty for an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve 
one another." 7 

Hence, it is in the liberty of each individual that the solidarity 
of the human race is rooted. Only the man ,vho is an autonomous 
being can love, i.e., can act in virtue of faith; and it is indeed 
in the love of one's neighbor, not in the collective and imper­
sonal Rule, that St. Paul found the secret of the harmony of 
human liberties, an age-long yearning after the ancient wisdom. 
Where the Apostle shows his genius is where he sums up the 
~fleets of the Incarnation in one flashing phrase: Faith succeed­
ing to the Law. For the Law which he declares outdated is not 
only the Jewish Torah-whatever he himself believed-but the 
~hole system of the ancient world, Eastern as well as Roman. 

nd the Faith which he proclaims instituted a new relation in tnen' d r 
B s ea ings with one another and within each man singly. 

Ut th • 
th at 18 not all. The Law was visible, it was the measure of 

e World ·t 1· 
0 ct· ' 1 out med man and defined him by means of the ca-
r inates of a E 1 d . . . . 

settin n nc ose City. Liberated by faith from the ntual 
With ;' man found that he was being connected simultaneously 

6 ranscendent Love and with his neighbor. His measure was 
• I Cor X 29 s· . 

rituaJist think~ • f imilar statements are not lacking in the writing of anti-
1 Galatians, V,01t1odern India. 
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no longer outside himself but inside-in his divided heart; it was 
no longer order, but te~ion. Delivered, but only in order to ?e 

• ·w m agam related; freed in respect of the Law, but responsi _e 
respect of Love; distinct and separate from all others in virtue 
of his "gifts," but solitary in sin as in salvation; in the world but 
not of the world; weak when he was strong, and strong wh~n. he 
was Weak; lost by his own efforts to save himself, saved by givmg 
himself up to his Judge; a sinner according to the Law an~ on_e 
f h d" • vh1ch 1s 0 t e saved by Faith. Hence the sign of contra 1ct1on ' . 

• f h mark his W~itten across History by the Cross was hence ort to 
existence. 

If the man of a clan of a tribe or caste, had only on: rehal 
d. • ' • d b dy • if t e 1mens1on-the line of his relation with the sacre O ' d 
second dimension invented by the Greeks, is that which groundhe 

' • -t e :Upon self both the individual and his mode of relations 
C" s h" h relates ity- tate; St. Paul defined the third dimension, w ic . th 
dialectic to the transcendent and connects the individual 10 ,e 
sense of divine vocation wi;h the community as love of on_e s 

• h G ek m-neig bor. The new man-more fully set free than the re 
d" "d 1 . · but set ivi ua , more fully committed than the Roman c1t1zen, 
free by the very faith that has committed him-is the archetype 
of the nascent West: he is the person. 

What have we established so far? Even if only by enumer~ting 
the principal keywords of Christianity, the earliest dialectic of 
Western man? 

. Word and not silence; made flesh and not concept; Grace 
mstead of merit or spiritual techniques. Faith and not direct 
knowledge of the divine; History instead of Myth. Recognition 
of the flesh and hence of matter as realities of our present life. 
Par_adox, tension, dialectic . . . And love of one's neighbor as 
oneself, corresponding with the love of God, replacing the sacred, 
and founding the person. 
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The terms define the Christian's way only, but is there another 
way in the \Vest? :Many men, it is true, are without a way, par­
ticularly in the world of today. But those who seek a way, and 
reject the Christian, go either to the East or else to l.VIoscow. In 
either case they forsake the West in spirit. 

Yet the Christian way is not the whole of the West. It has its 
start in the decisive shock from which we date our history. But 
it was opened up in a world unmistakably real, which already 
possessed a powerful armature combined from Greek teaching, 
the religious traditions of the Near East, and the imperial Roman 
order. :Making use of one of those elements, setting aside an­
other, snatching up a third while on the move-and frequently 
damaged by this latter feat-it set everything in motion again. 
And the motion, taken as a whole down to our own day, is 
Man's \Vcstern Quest. No doubt the Christian way is not the 
only active element in it, but it was decisive and it remains axial: 
by reference to the Christian way, we shall be able to measure 
our swings of the pendulum, alien contributions, progressions, 
and the derivation of our culture. 

Setting out from the central and initial fact which the Incar­
nation involved-the Word made flesh-let us now survey the 
'\Vestern Quest in respect of its two master-ambitions-to dis­
cover the secret of man and that of the cosmos. 

Faith in a personal God whose sole commandment is the one 
to love-"Thou shalt love the Lord thy God and thy neighbour 
as thyself"-is a faith that releases the individual from the bonds 
of magic, reforms the Ancient \Vorld in the act of taking it over, 
creates the idea of person thanks to which the Greek idea of the 
individual and the Roman idea of the citizen can be unified, and 
preserves right through our revolutions-whether anarchist or 
collectivist-the directing ideal of man as both free and respon­
sible. 

The Incarnation of God in space and time, in a human body 
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at a particular date, witnesses for the eyes of the mind to the 
significance and reality of flesh and matter, and thereby of all 
Creation, such as we expect "in an earnest expectation" to be 
loved and known, and finally redeemed by the manifestation of 
the children of God.8 And that is why Western man pursues 
science even while he forgets his primitive impulsion and its sub­
lime connection with his final ends. 

8 Romans, VIII, 19-23. 



Part Two 

THE vVESTERN QUEST 





III. 

The Spire and the Axis 

GALILEO very rightly decided that, whatever he might say to 
the Inquisition, the earth nevertheless goes round. But there are 
realities which suffer in being unsaid or ill said. If they are de­
nied-or it is enough if they are incorrectly and vaguely referred 
to-they will stop "going round" and being active. They are 
those which matter to man, because they are bound up with his 
faith, his actions, or his emotions. Thus love: it is not really there 
till it has "declared" itself. To name certain tendencies, beliefs, 
or passions is to give rein to virtual energy which is thus being 
called, in the double sense of the word. 

That is why it worries me to observe the constant confu­
sion there is over the words "individual," "individuality," "per­
sonality," and "person." The fault for this today lies in an 
altogether universal inattentiveness, but there may be serious con­
sequences. The slightest shift in meaning where a definition of 
man is concerned and of the part he plays among other men can 
bring about wars and revolutions, from the mere fact that the 
shift favors or justifies systems of government violently irrecon­
cilable. It is true that history is not identical with semantics, and 
is not made by piling up definitions. But it plays upon our con­
fusion: Is it not in the name of liberty, or of peace ( as though 
dissembling with those powerful names), that the most evil 

C 33 
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tyrannies have come into our time? And it is true, also, that the 
Western world started off without knowing where it was going, 
even as Abraham left his own country. Othen\lise, would it really 
be the Quest which I am describing? Some of our Western 
countries having the finest systems of government disp~ay_ the 
greatest repugnance to any clear enunciation of the pnnci~les 
they follow. England takes pride in having no written conStit~­
tion, and no Declaration of the Rights of Man; and the s,~iss 
have scrupulously refrained-till the present day-from putting 
into words the federalist doctrine according to which they have 
all the same been living for centuries. But if it ma)' be of ad­
vantage to remain unaware what one is living, and not to an­
nounce where one is going, it is as well to know whence one has 

A I l k 
. f person-of 
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come. 
s oo around for the origins of the not10n ° 

which I h "d h · • • of the West-ave s;u t at it was properly constitutive • • I • Constanti-
come upon the great ecumenical councils-Nicea, no l E h • • epresent so 
P e, P esus, and Chalcedon-whose decisions r f 

many declarations of principle or communiques on the state o 
aff · h · y from the 

ai_rs at t e time Europe was about to drop awa 
Ancient World. 

TnE0Loc1cAL GENESIS OF THE PERso:N 

The memoirs of Gregory of Nazianzus the chronicles of _t~: 
p~riod, and the resolutions adopted com~ine to give us a viv~t 
p1ctur~ of those foundations of Greek Christianity-the gre 
councils. What we are to compare them with arc not so _m~ch 
learned meetings of professors and h l s the stormY sittings £ d scoarsa 1 t' 
o mo ~rn parliaments, or, better, with American nationa par) 
c~nventions. Upon the summons of the Byzantine emperor, the 
bish~ps gathered together from all the Near East, Africa, Mace­
doma, Egypt, and Iberia. The leaders of the great parties, sur­
rounded by their clients, and the legates of emperor and pope 
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made a solemn entry into the appointed city. Proceedings opened 
with such displays of power and prestige by either side. Troops 
of fanatical monks paraded the streets. Now and then-as at 
Ephesus and Chalcedon-a whole crowd of ambitious laymen, 
soldiers, Egyptian seamen, and creatures of the great hung about 
outside the church where the council met and waited for an 
occasion to inten-cne with force. Within disturbance frequently 
interrupted discussion. "It is like a swarm of hornets," Gregory 
notes down. Shouting and heckling swirled from left to right of 
the nave in which some hundreds of bishops and scholars would 
be massed, while the papal legates ( the pope himself never at­
tended) and the imperial officials sat at the altar rails. Disorder 
broke out, and the fathers cried: "It's the true faith! It's the 
faith of the apostles!" "If anyone does not believe this, let him 
be anathema! Drive out Eusebius, let him be chopped up! He 
has divided the Saviour, let him himself be divided!" Improvised 
drafts were put to the vote. The vote took place, but lobbying 
brought the same question up again next day. One group of 
bishops threatened to withdraw. There would be an exchange of 
deputations. Lists of attendance were signed, and then later dis­
puted. "Are they complete? Are they correct? Have not the 
names of absentees been added?" It was then necessary to sub­
scribe to the formulas that had been agreed upon, and put down 
the heretical opponent, 1 excommunicate or restore to a see, take 
into account the contrary pressures of emperor and pope, depose 
or not depose the Byzantine patriarch-and suddenly a rabble 
of monks and ncrvi would break into the church; Hilary owed 
his safety only to having fled, while Flavian died under the 
blows of cudgels. The same evening the dogma was proclaimed, 
the Nestorian error condemned, and the inhabitants of the city 

1 Hecatombs of bishops were put down after some councils. How not com­
pare this with the liquidations that were carried out 1,500 years later in 
Russia, where a "Byzantine" spirit goes to explain much further than is 
realized both political conduct and the way affairs are viewed? 
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burst into transports of joy, acclaimed the fathers, lit up the 
squares, escorted the bishops in procession by torchlight and with 
the incense of perfuming censers. 

Such, then, was the spectacle afforded by the early assizes of 
Christianity, on the morrow of its temporal triumph. (Nicea was 
held only twelve years after the Edict of Milan, and many of the 
bishops who took a leading part in that council showed physical 
traces of the persecution and tortures which they had suffered.) 
It is indeed a spectacle to leave us confounded. Everything is 
seething, orating or demonstrating, protesting, exiling, ~ccu:ing 
of blasphemy .or being accused, plotting ambushes or falling 1~to 
them, mixing up indistinguishably ecclesiastical and even im­
perial politics with the most subtle metaphysics, in order finally 
to conclude with definitions that hardly differ from the 0 :d or 
from those ~hich have been rejected-both thos~ pr~cl_aim~! 
and those reJected being, for that matter not very intelligible 1 

th 1 ' • • es emse ves, and often completely obscure to the Chn5tian mass • 
!t would all be absurd if it were not sublime, and if it were _n~t 
m the end far more· intelligent, far wiser, and far more realistic 
~an Athanasius himself could have imagined, for want of hav-
ing been able to judge it through the eyes of History. . 

There, then, was the atmosphere in which was born the notion 
from whi h "d c our 1 eas of man are descended . 
. Superficially, the question at is.sue at Nicea was only about an 
z~ta;_ 2 in reality, it concerned the definition of the person, be­
gm~mg with the divine Persons, and particularly the Person of 
Christ, both true God and true man. Here was the problem: 
How name the inter-divine relations and the relations of God to 
man revealed by Christ's coming-God Who is the Father in­
sofar as Creator, the Son insofar as Redeemer, the Holy Ghost 

te~~hh subject _of discussion at the Council of Nicea was indeed tw_o Greek 
h •. o_moousios (of the same substance) d f d d by Athanasms and 

omo1ous1os (of lik b t ) d f , e en e ' of Arius. e au s ance ' e ended by Euscbius and the supporters 
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insofar as Liberator? How preserve both the distinction and the 
connection of those aspects? How avoid both an undifferentiated 
monotheism, which would evacuate the central fact of the In­
carnation, and a mythological or rationalized tritheism? To solve 
this age-long dispute doctrinally,3 under the growing pressure of 
heresies and of the Gnostics at the height of their effervescence, 
the Greek and Latin Fathers had available only notions and 
words that were inadequate, and, in addition, hard to harmonize. 

Hellenism had brought out the two notions of the distinct and 
separate being-i.e., the individual-and of the permanence of 
this being behind his modalities-essence, substance, and hypos­
tasis. In turn, the Romans had defined the term; persona, mean­
ing by it first the actor's mask, then the actor himself, then his 
part, so that in the end it came to mean a man himself insofar 
as endowed with rights in the city-i.e., a citizen. Every man is 
an individual from the mere fact that he has a separate body; 
but he becomes "a person" only in virtue of the civic and jurid­
ical relations which he bears in the state, whence the adage in 
Roman law: persona est sui juris, servus non est persona ( A 
person being defined by his juridical worth, a slave is not a per­
son). Thus the individual was but an atom, and the persona but 
valency; one existed in himself, the other in his relations. 

The creative act of the great councils consisted accordingly in 
accomplishing the perilous transmutation of a Latin word with a 
Hellenic content into a dogma that expresses the triple and single 
nature of the Divinity revealed in Jesus. Hence was born the 

3 The Council of Nicea was held in 325. The great Christological dis­
putations had begun as early as the age of the apostles. They sprang up in 
the middle of the second century A. o., between philosophical Greeks and 
fanatically monotheistic Jews, and were then pursued bctwt>en Greeks and 
Latins on the one side, and, on the other, Gnostics, Montanists, Arians, 
Donatists, Sabellians, Docetists, Subordinationists, etc. Later, in the fifth 
century, there again broke out the Monophysite quarrel, and it was then 
that the East and West of Christianity took shape. Catholic orthodoxy was 
not definitely established till the rear 681, at the third Council of Constan­
tinople. 
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idea of Person, a term purely theological in. the eyes of 
1_-.;;_<:.tan. "Fat.hers, but one destined to become, m retrospect, 
specific and capital acquisition of ·western anthropology. 

GENESIS OF THE HUMAN PERSON 

the 
the 

How explain the transfer of a dogmatic term concerned with 
Dod Himfelf onto a level of reality where the same word means 
'\x,•(h a marl:';, s<.ic.·1al role and his metaphysical dignity? That the 
transfer occurred is evident: we all speak of "the human per­
son," and nobody could have done so before Nicea. But if we 
confined ourselves to noting the fact we should be losing the 
best of occasions to situate W estem man at the hazardous cross­
roads I spoke of above 4-the crossroads of societies no less than 
doctrines. 

Greek dialectic and Roman jurisprudence, on being catalyzed 
?Y the Christian need, proffered the decisive word. But the polit­
ical and social realities elaborated by the three worlds also under­
went symbiosis, and the process is manifest from the age of the 
first ecumenical councils 

THE GREEK CONTRIBUTION. Man had removed himself from 
the magical body in which were mingled without clear end or 
~or~ _both the living and the dead, both gods and devils. The 
zndzvzdual began to take his measure-frail and in danger, mor­
tal and ignorant, he was aware of not being a god, did not medi­
tate becoming one, but felt therefore all the more determined to 
make the best of his situation. Enterprising, curious to the point 
of defiance, a navigator, a speculator in every sphere and domain, 
he was in all respects he who defines-man of the Word and of 
the epithet-"the measure of all things," Protagoras said; "of 
those ~hat are by supposing they are, of those that are not by 
supposing they are not." The judge of all, obviously, even of 
gods. Whence his sense of dignity, which was due to nothing 

4 Chapter II. 
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other than himself, to the bare fact that he was existing-dis­
tinct. Whence too his pride, his selfish guile, and lastly his skep­
tical disregard of orderliness, which, once awe of the gods and of 
the laws had been lost, was going to deliver over his "atomized" 
society to the brutal regimentation of the Roman. 

THE ROMAN CONTRIBUTION. This is summed up in the virile 
word "citizen." Man no longer drew his unique dignity from 
some indestructible essence, but from the personage which he had 
become in the city now that the city was supported by the edifice 
of the law and of institutions duly set in a hierarchy. Social 
puritanism, a morality of service of the state, is what made the 
grandeur of the Empire and its subjects' poverty of spirit. If 
dissociation permanently hung over the Greek city-state, it was 
collectivist sclerosis that brought about the fall of Rome. 

There, in the heart of a society with a rigid framework which 
finally enclosed no more than a latent anarchy, because its dis­
ciplines were not of the spirit, Christianity was born, and there 
it spread. 

THE CHRISTIAN CONTRIBUTION. Conversion-i.e., individual 
revolution-released any man, noble or slave, from the sacred 
ties of caste or clan; at the same time, it enlisted him in the 
service of his neighbor. Upon entry into the Christian com­
munity, a slave encountered moral dignity-that of the indi­
vidual, according to the Greeks-and the honor of service-that 
of the Roman citizen. He thus became a living paradox, alike 
free and responsible, truly distinct and truly related, and made 
distinct by the same vocation that led him to discover that any 
man might be his neighbor. The paradox experienced in virtue 
of faith reproduces, on the plane of concrete existence, the very 
form of the great antithetical definitions of Nicea. Thus it is that 
the person of a Christian imitates on the human level the Person 
of Christ. (This sociological analysis corresponds-let me in­
sist-with the philological analysis of "Person.") But if the 
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perso~ of a Christian, in being poised in a balanced tension, 
combined the best of Rome and Greece, that person was also 
exposed in the world of sin to a double and simultaneous peril­
that of flight in the direction of individual salvation and that of 
surrender to the collectively sacred-the Greek sickness and the 
Roman sickness of the person. 

THE SPIRE 

If in the person of the Man-God the two natures were fully 
united without conflict, it is not so as regards the flesh and spirit 
of sinful man; nor even as regards liberty and service in con­
verted man. Those antinomies cannot, indeed, be resolved except 
thanks to faith, in love, and by absolute obedience to a transcend­
ent vocation; failing which, the person remains a pure possi­
bility, or the ideal resultant of a tension ever exposed either to 
setback or to rupture, whenever one of its poles weakens or sud­
denly suffers itself to be absorbed by the other. 

Having arisen out of the complex of paradoxes and tensions 
that we have seen coalescing at the "hazardous crossroads" of 
the lower Empire, the West seemed destined to a truly dialectical 
history, which as a whole calls up the picture of a discussion 
growing more and more substantial and excited between the 
alternate excesses of individualism and the social. And since it 
had issued out of contradictions perhaps insurmountable at the 
level on which history deciphers the evidence of them, it was 
doomed to Progress-that is, to engage in the unending pursuit 
of a balance and equilibrium, the secret of which is not of this 
world. For if it is true that faith has to act in this world, it 
remains "a gift of God" and man does not command it. 

Let us now assume that the Goal of the whole of human his­
tory, as viewed in the Christian perspective, is this: the com­
munity of persons, set free and set in reiation by virtue of faith. 
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That ideal W:'15 formed as such during the first centuries of 
our era, in a h1st0ry which it did not bring to a stop, but in 
respect of which it acted doubly as a relief. It intervened in a 
dialectical sequence, not as conclusion but as an accident. And 

. ' 
to the extent that it could fit into that sequence it did not inter-
rupt its motion; instead, by creating a vertical axis of attraction, 
it raised into a spire a natural movement that was tending to 
grow circular: the cycle of perpetual return was transformed into 
a Quest. 

The cycle was-or seemed to be-determined by a kind of 
"logic" that can be deduced empirically from history. Here is the 
scheme of it. 

The clan-the primitive tribe-binds the beings born in its 
domain with the ties of blood and of the earth where lie the 
dreadful dead. Everything participates in everything, in magic; 
nothing ever gets really detached from anything, neither a name 
from the thing, nor a son from the father, nor what is dead from 
what is alive. This is the gregarious stage, in which the sacred 
alone ensures the differentiation of a few functions. 

He who leaves his clan is estranged from its tombs and loses 
the protection of the fearful dead. Nothing distinguishes him 
from a criminal, save the idea which he acquires of himself, now 
distinct. He takes his chance as an individual, and in this aspect 
joins forces with other "homeless" beings-adventurers, expatri­
ates, the outcasts and the half-breeds. In order to take alien gods 
to himself, he has to suppose these universal and guaranteeing 
the lot of every man who renders them civic worship. Thereafter 
the "liturgies" of the City prescribe rights and duties, according 
to laws and contracts, and no longer according to magic. Each 
for himself, the gods for all. 

Eut once the pressures of all the energies thus unleashed com­
bine and become conquest, when distant cities fall, and with 
them their gods and the • veneration of gods in general, only 



42 MAN'S WESTERN QUEST 

"each for himself" is left. We are in the cosmopolitan age of 
individuals without faith or law, the strongest or the most daring 
becoming tyrant. But such a general flight from duty-civic, 
private, and religious alike-the dissolution of moral ties and the 
contempt for limitations as much as for fealties, combine to leave 
man derelict, a stranger to himself in too vast a city. Out of the 
social void which individualism has created there arises a call 
for order at any price. 

And order is established-by military decree. Order frees in­
dividuals from the anguish of being free without purpose. They 
are fallen in, lined up, reassured, terrorized, and flattered-as 
one process. It is with their dust that the state makes its cement. 
The state prescribes a state morality, and makes up for its want 
of internal principle by a vigilant repressiveness. It "restores" the 
sacred-the sacred is now the state, with no magic, but not with­
out dramatic prestige, and the state god now personally com­
mands the army, the police, and the priests. Castes come back 
and complete the enclosure of man in his social function. 5 What 
is now going to be required by the schism of the soul which 
makes itself apparent-the fatal disease of all order that has been 
unable to do more than discipline anarchy? 

Bread? The state assures that to its docile clients-the idle 
Clarissimi on their estates, the officials of every kind, the militia­
men, and the plebes of the towns all live at the expense of the 
Providence-State in a sloth that is hardly believable.6 Games? 
The state organizes them to satiety. Religions? Of course. But it 
is there that Rome betrayed its essential failing. It insisted with 
too great a rigor upon rites and symbols that were too obviously 

5 L~t me recall that in the Lower Empire, the magistracy, the army, 
colo~1sts, artisans, workmen in mines, a~d peasants all became s~ many 
genuine castes. The onl wa in was by birth, and there ~as no getting. out 
except by death Work y aynd peasants were branded with a red-hot iron 
and sh kl • men 

6 B a_c ed to their place of work. . . 
eginning with the reign of Marcus Aurelms, there were 175 holidays 

a year-spent at the circus. 
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indigent and frigid. Eastern sects arose in swarms. They served 
but to precipitate the internal dissolution of a society that had 
forsaken magic, put the individual into ranks, and exhausted the 
virtues of order. Isis, Mithra, Mani, the Great Goddess-none of 
them could serve for the reconstruction of a human society, for 
they could promise no salrntion except in mystic flight or in the 
archaic unconscious. 

The excited barbarians, jostling one another at the frontier, 
made the sole response to the summons exerted by the void: they 
fell into it as a man topples over with giddiness. It was they who 
fell into the Empire, rather than that the Empire fell under their 
blows. They closed the circle, and everything began over again­
magical gregariousness, ties of blood, reinvention of the indi­
vidual, then his excesses, a social void, reaction from the state, 
dictatorship, restoration of the holy, lassitude, return of the bar­
barians. . . . And here Christianity intervened. The Incarna­
tion is, as I have said, "due" to nothing. Isaiah had foreseen it, 
but the Jews denied it, and not a single historian has rendered 
it plausible: historians work out their dates from it and not the 
other way about. The success of the Church, on the contrary, 
does seem explicable in retrospect. It supplied a faith that could 
take up the best elements of the Greek inheritance, and save that 
inheritance from dissociation far better than the imperial order 
had been able to. Nevertheless, the Church did not suspend the 
foreseeable verdict nor the fall. It did not halt the barbarians. It 
only converted them. Here the new cycle turns into an ascending 
spire and becomes our History. 

RETURN OF THE PHASES, BUT Moo!FIED 

The Middle Ages were a reversion to gregariousness. But the 
Christian holy made war on magic, and the Church put up a 
resistance to the Empire. The three estates were imitated from 
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castes, but at least the first of them was now kept open to all­
the clergy and the religious orders were the denial of estates. 

The Renaissance was the return of rational and profaning 
Hellenism, and almost of the Alexandrian venture: its discovery 
of _the World was a consequence of that notion of the infinite 
which had just gained acceptance, and which delivered the 
da~zled European mind from the tightly partitioned world of the 
Middle Ages. But by then the Reformation had already created 
anew the morality of social service in the name of a well-tem­
pered liberty, and this was in due course to save the countries in 
';hich it was adopted from coming under totalitarian regimenta­
tion. 

. The true Hellenistic period-with tyrannies and the pulveriz­
mg dissociation of social groups and responsible classes-was not 
r~flected till the French eighteenth century. A bourgeois who got 
~ portrait painted, cheated in the game of business, speculated 
m. ~olonial undertakings, reduced to a matter of interest every 
spmtual motive, and believed in nothing except his rights-that 
bourgeois was the kind of individualist who, far more than any 
king, called down upon the country the Roman reaction known 
as Jacobinism. He thereupon imagined that he wanted an end 
made of the "privileges" and "abuses" of the monarchic~ sys­
tem, but all he expected to succeed it was a more rational 
tyranny, and that is what he got. For while America groun~ed 
democracy upon a quasi-personalistic morality-the Foundmg 
Fathers wanted real liberty, not its emblems-middle-class France 
gave herself a goddess and games, tribunes, consuls, and finally 
Caesar. 

We had reached our own Lower Empire period-anxious, 
divided in its spirit, and confronted with its own invading "bar­
barians." 

The second coil of the spire brought back the same phases in 
the same order of procession, at least generally speaking. But 
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each phase was now more complex. And first of all owing to the 
complexity of the different past ages incorporated in it; for it 
was formed at the expense of the most recent past age, and yet 
its novelty was each time accomplished in the name of the most 
recent age but one, even though apparently repeating that age. 
The Thomist Middle Ages went back to Aristotle, the Renais­
sance imitated what it was much aware of in the art of antiquity, 
the Reformation was intended to be a pure recovery of the 
springs of faith, the French Revolution was thought by its agents 
to be Roman whereas it inaugurated Romanticism, and Ro­
manticism in its turn thought it was medieval. Thus the successive 
phases bear the name of their innovation, when they would have 
preferred to call themselves after their model. That is the sign 
of the permanent struggle subtending them and perpetually 
warping them. That is how the motion of a moving spire is what 
results to our gaze of distant observers. 

Then further: every one of the past ages enters into each new 
phase: one past age repressed in some collective unconscious 
wnich still finds expression by means of legends; a second simply 
subordinated to the novel values; and a third, finally, which is 
confined within a class or indeterminate geographical areas. The 
primitive gregariousness with its magic still survives among the 
peasantry of every country in Europe-islets to the West, vast 
continuous colorings of the map at the confines of East and 
South-even as it peoples our dreams and sometimes inspires a 
poet. C. G. Jung finds traces of the Indian in the unconscious of 
rich American women. Nearly every intellectual today is a Hel­
lene or an Alexandrian. Many ritual features of Mithraism have 
entered into our liturgies, even as the supreme title of Pagan 
Rome-Pontifex-is borne by the popes. And so on. Stratifica­
tion of past ages? Yes, if it were a mere matter of inert reliquiae 
or of simple reflexes conditioned by gestures of execration that 
perhaps go back to the paleolithic age, like stifling a yawn with 
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one's hand. But it is also a matter of evidences that have remained 
present and active, such as statues, paintings, monuments, rites, 
and dreams. And, above all, it is a matter of dynamic complexes, 
forms of existing that pursue within the lives of each of us-in 
the atom of duration which each of our lives is-the same dialec­
tic which has just been shown illustrated in great panels of the 
history of Europe. 

True, we are past the stage at which maps were drawn with 
Europe at the center of the world-as was still being done in the 
fifteenth century-but I firmly think that Europe remains the 
place where the strongest density of human history is to be ob­
served. I mean: the simultaneous presence of the greatest number 
of_ at least different experiences, and some of them experien~es 
with opposed meanings. Asia and Russia did not have a Renais­
sance: they are in the course of passing without transition out of 
their Middle Ages straight into the era of technics. The. U ni~ed 
States had no Middle Ages 7 and issued out of the rat10nahst­
moralist era which gave rise, without any major conflict, to our 
technics. Europe has behind her and bears within herself Greco­
~atin Antiquity, the Middle Ages, the Renaissance and the En­
lightenment, Romanticism, Nationalism, and Socialism, and she 
has entered upon the technical era while retaining the vital marks 
and the conflicts of all those successive phases. Such historical 
density is a powerful impulse in the Western Quest. 

THE Two COMMUNITIES 

. I shall be told that the Quest is on the point of coming to. a 
stlcky end, as totalitarian systems plainly threaten to arrest it. 
And it is true that these have sprung up in a phase of our de­
velopment corresponding-one coil of the spire higher-to that 

7 The Protestants of New York build their churches in Gothic, whereas 
Europeans employ in their temples contemporary architecture-glass and 
concrete,. 3:nd avant-garde frescoes. There is too much to be said on that 
head; this 1s not the place. 
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of the Christian expansion. In the same way that the preaching 
of the "latter days" and of an imminent end to the world strongly 
appealed to the Roman slaves, so in our day the Communist 
message is observed bringing with it the promise of an "end of 
history"-that is to say, an end to the sufferings of the classes 
which have been the victims of Progress, and an end to our polit­
ical and moral conflicts. Is it to be supposed that Communism is 
tantamount "historically" to a new hope and a new principle of 
human communion, even while our modern societies disintegrate 
within ossified frameworks? 

The general data of the problem of human community in the 
\Vest can be summed up in analogous terms whether we consider 
the beginnings of our era or the present century. For Christianity 
appeared at the heart of a society in which the cohesiYe principle 
seemed exhausted, but within which institutional forms were still 
substantial and respected enough to preclude any deep reform, if 
not enough to ensure that the barbarians at the gate would be 
thrown back and the Cl~ristians within subjugated. So today we 
sec Europe being driven out of Asia, invested by the Russians and 
sapped by the Communists, and yet nevertheless hanging on to 
semi-sacred institutions-like national so\'ereignty-which pre­
vent the Continent from uniting in its defense and also from 
rallying all its social forces round some great principle or common 
hope. But the parallel goes no further. 

Let us notice first two factual differences. There has been an 
attempt to compare the Christians of the catacombs with our 
more or less clandestine Communists, but the Christians never 
made common cause with the enemy barbarians, and in no way 
represented the "fifth column" of some Germanic or Hunnish 
empire. The first difference brings out the notable advantage 
which the Soviets have over Attila. Then, too, Christianity had 
to contend with no more than a civic religion which frustrated 
the hunger of the soul. But the opposite is happening before our 
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eyes. Face to face with the militant forces of Fascism or Com­
munism the same sign of the Cross springs up in the West. The 
reasons for its triumph under Constantine have not altered. And 
the crashing uproar of the aircraft flying low over the holy 
parades in the Red Square will never silence the haunting mur­
mur which slipped nearly sixteen centuries ago from between the 
lips of the dying Emperor Julian: "You have won, Ga/.ilean!" 
("Vicisti, Galilaee!") 

But whatever may be the issue of the struggle that is being 
fought, the antinomy of aims and answers is plain. At this point 
of the ascending spiral the anguish of the isolated man, subjected 
beyond his strength to the contradiction of ideals in which he 
dares not believe and of practices of which he suffers the humilia­
tion, requires either a brutal or a soothing answer, and one voice 
e 1 • "I 1 f h • obey 1" xc aims: re ease you from the torment o c oosmg: • 
Another says merely: "Seek and thou shalt find." (For the goal 
is in the seeking. And no seeking is really without a goal, since 
it is aroused by the summons of such a goal. And the goal is 
present in the summons, as the person in the person's voice.) 

In other words: to a man on the point of asking for no more 
than a principle of community-that is to say, some means or 
0ther of giving a meaning to his life, bound up as that is with 
the world of men-Communism says "Party" and Christianity 
says "Church." 

The Party is a dictatorship. It dictates to each what he should 
do, and hence the figure he is to cut and his morals. It liquidates, 
centralizes, and tyrannizes. It fights personal taste, which might 
be the origin of unproductive struggles, and even possibly of 
sabotage. It can be seen restoring castes 8 and creating over again 

h 8 The Hitler castes are familiar and as to those of the Soviets: ministers, 
~ad~ of trusts, generals, engine~rs, writers, and ~dentists are their brah­

:in~, party . members1 stakhanovists, soldiers, policemen and lower-grade 
thffi~ials,. their kshatrias ( natchalnikis) ; workmen, shopkeepers, artisans, 

eir vauhas; the peasants might be their sudras; and the crowd of "social 
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a synthetic idea of the holy which, for want of tradition, is in­
flicted upon the people by terror: Diocletian's Invincible Sun 
was the forerunner of Hitler's Swastika, even as Robespierre's 
Goddess Reason heralded that Dialectical Necessity which "the 
Father of Peoples" invoked the better to decimate his children. 

But the Church is, on the contrary, a community of personal 
vocations, which, because personal, are imprescriptible. It sum­
mons to liberty in the obedience of faith. And that faith has never 
ceased to be a man's real recourse against the law, be that law 
sanctioned by the pope. That is why Christianity, wherever it 
acts in the spirit of its eternal Leader, destroys castes and the 
barriers of class, nation, race, and rank. True, the Church, in all 
the historical forms which it has assumed, non-Roman as much 
as Roman, has often compromised with the law of the "world." 
But wherever the Church conducts itself as though it were a 
Party, it is plainly betraying its faith; whereas a Party is true to 
its own law when it turns totalitarian-that is, as soon as it ar­
rogates to itself powers appropriate to a Church. 0 

To the spiritual void and the anguish of the isolated, the 
Church began by proffering a completely new kind of communal 
life, both open and progressive. The Party too offers a commu­
nity, but closed and hence regressive. 

The twin communal possibility has existed in the West for 
nearly twenty centuries. If the West should one day, by a radical 

waste," oppositioners, former noblemen, bourgeois, deviationists and sabo­
teurs of every kind who are recruits for the forced labor camps-they form 
the mass of untouchables. To have known any of them, to have spoken with 
one, is enough to render one oneself "impure"-a word which is translated 
into the language of political religions by "suspect." 

0 Let us take the instance of the liquidation of excommunicated heretics; 
when the Church has entrusted this to the state and to the state police 
( Crusade against the Albigenses, St. Bartholomew Massacre, the stake for 
Servet,. the exec~tion of Thomas More and Cranmer, the dragonnades, 
etc.), !t. was an mexcusable scandal in the eyes of faith, which appeals to 
the sp1~1t of the Go~pel; but when the Party does likewise, it is acting in 
full strictness accor~mg to its genius, and according to the writings of its 
Fathers-Marx, Lenm, and Stalin-against which the ordinary active party 
member has no appeal. 

D 
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choice, adopt one and reject the other finally and forever, the 
spire would join the axis, or else would turn into a cycle. In one 
or the other case it would be the end of History. 

THE .Axls 

Magic, individual, city, dissociation, state reaction, internal 
anarchy, totalitarian system ( da capo al fine) 10-each of those 
dialectical moments in our Western history might be illustrated 
by a superabundance of "documents" and of "historical facts." 
And each of the categories may be seen with the naked eye in the 
plastic evidence: medieval gregariousness in the pile of stone of 
some ancient city inside its circular walls; tempered individualism 
in the regular dispersion of Dutch or American cottages, akin in 
style, carefully spaced apart, but without hedges or f en_ccs to 
divide them one from another· insistent individualism m the 

' suburban bungalows of France, heteroclite and fenced about 
( "Beware of the Dog!") ; totalitarian collectivism in its proces­
sions and their austere and flat scenic effects. 

But amid it all where is the person? A fundamental and specific 
category of the West, is the person the only one unable to produce 
its symbols, its illustrations, the evidence of its existence? Indeed 
it is, and it is easy to see that it could not be otherwise. The 
person is call and answer it is action and neither fact nor object, ' . 
and the complete analysis of facts and objects will never yield 
an indisputable proof of it. Hence a careful and conscientious 
historian is found writing: 11 "The Christian Church brought to 
society no new juridical or social concept. Hence it accepted 
without resistance, with no real repugnance, the institutions of the 
Roman state." Yet in fact the Church as we saw above, intro­
~uced into a caste society the principl; of human brotherhood; 
1t preserved what was best in Greece and Rome by achieving the 

10 Repeat from beginning to end. 
11 Ferdinand Lot, La Fin du M onde antique ( 192 7). 
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unprecedented integration of the free individual and the pledged 
citizen; it thus introduced the concept of person, on account of 
which all other "juridical and social concepts" of antiquity were 
to be progressively revised and to be subjected to a series of revo­
lutions. No doubt, it is possible not to see the invisible person, 
but to refuse to believe in it without "documented" evidence 
( and, after all, there are the acts of the ecumenical councils) is 
to condemn oneself and at the same time to judge without under­
standing the visible facts and objects of our history. 

While tracing the manifested coils of our spire, we have not 
once come upon the person, for the perfectly simple reason that it 
is the axis of the curve. It remains equidistant from every point 
of the curve, and its action is exerted upon each, although it is 
never objectivized, introduced, or assumed as a "fact." 

It acted upon the Middle Ages, which would otherwise have 
been still more "oriental" and might not have experienced the 
passage from slave to serf, and on to freeman, the communal 
movement, and the Cortes, the Order of St. Francis, chivalry­
and that model of unity in diversity which is music, the purest of 
European creations. It acted upon the Renaissance, which would 
otherwise have missed that great moderation-a \Vestern form 
of "wisdorn"-which is to be admired in the writings of Vittoria, 
who subordinated the cause of the state to Christian morality and 
set forth, in his De I ndis, the principium of the duties of colo­
nizer. It acted through and in Calvin's Reformation, whereby 
vocation was given precedence over civic duty. It acted in the 
eighteenth century like a nameless ideal upon the American legis­
lators, the authors of The Federalist, and possibly upon Rous­
seau,1' certainly upon Goethe. It acted pseudonymously 13 in the 

te But it might be contended that in Rousseau there is rather the juxta­
position of an enclosed individualism and a sentimental totalitarianism. So 
in Machiavelli the individual only ceases to be subject in order to reign, and 
is ewr taking back his stake in the game the better to play in his own way. 

13 Kierkegaard calls der Enkelte, the Alone, the Isolated, with whom he 
builds his fundamental categories. 



SYNOPTIC DIAGRAMS OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE WEST 

THE DIALECTIC OP THE WEST I 

The Basic Categories 

Uniform discipline 
Political soldiers, parties Regressive 
NATION-STATE--->~ totalitarian l Fanaticism collectivism 

Sacred Profanation Official worship Skepticism 

TRIBE--j INDIVIDUAL➔ CITY-STATE➔ SOCIAL VOID 

Magic Reason Civic sentiment Absurdity \ 
~ Freedom and responsibility 

Persons and groups Progressive 
FEDERATION > community 
Faith 



THE DIALECTIC OF THE WEST II 

The Phases and Their Return 

I Primitives Greek city- Hellenistic period Rome Christianity 
states State, citizen Church, person 

u, Magic, Individuals, Individualism, 
t.» gregariousness contracts social void 

II Middle Ages Renaissance Eighteenth century Revolution, Democracy, 
Napoleon, totalitarianism, 
nation federalism 



THE DIALECTIC OF THE WEST III 

Period Places Religion Kind of Man Political Organization 

Up to 1500 B.c. Crete Great Goddess 

From 1500 B.c. Greece Male and female Individual City-states divinities 

From 1500 B.C. Palestine Jealous God Worshiper Sacerdotal theocracy 

From 1500 B.C. Rome State gods Citizen Centralized empire 

I-VI Centuries Byzantium, Asia Minor, Formation of Christian Person Assemblies, church Near East dogmas, heresies, gnosis 

North-Center-West, Scholasticism, mysticism, Priest, knight, Feudality, communes, 
(JI Middle Ages Western Mediterranean hallowing of umpire (prud'homme) empire, church "" human society 

Renaissance Venice-Bruges axis, Neo-Platonism, Venturous individual State Bohemia, Paris, Portugal Reformation 

XVII Century France, Spain, Austria, Unified dogma, "Decent" man, or Centralizing monarchy 
England, Holland rational morality re-enrolled individual 

XVIII Century France, England, Rationalism, Cosmopolitan, or Absolutism (Cath.) 
Prussia, Austria occultism unattached individual parliamcn tarianism ( Prot.) 

French Revolution France Reason and nation Jacobin, king-citizen State control 

XIX Century All Europe Romanticism Bourgeois, proletarian Nations and parties 

XX Century Europe, U.S.S.R., U.S.A. Scientism 
Active party member, Totalitarian collectivism, 

voter federalism 
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intellectual passion of Kierkegaard ( despite Hegel and against 
him) before being named and defined as such by the finest minds 
of the twentieth century ( despite Marxism and against totali­
tarian doctrines) . And again in the twentieth century it has in­
spired the first of political theories deserving to be called axial-I 
refer to federalism, which is directed simultaneously against the 
tyranny of compulsory unity and the anarchy of private interests. 

It will of course be realized that I am not trying to draw up a 
catalogue: I am pointing to a few landmarks as though at ran­
dom. And it is necessary that these should remain open to dis­
cussion, and that there should be claimed for them no more than 
approximation, the necessity being involved by the definition of 
the human person, as we saw above. The person is never here or 
there, but in an action, in a tension, in an impetuous rush--more 
seldom as the source of a happy balance, such as a work of Bach's 
gives us the feeling of. Nowhere fully actualized in our history 
and yet active everywhere. 

ONE FORM OF PERSONALIST THOUGHT 

However, the age-long practice of this two-term dialectic, 
which, a5 I showed above, arose from meditation upon the Man­
God, did not fail to form in our minds a particular way of think­
ing. This may be called "personalist" in the sense that it is the 
homologue in intellectual operations of the living paradox of the 
person. And it is remarkable that it should have taken form in 
the twentieth century, in the very period when totalitarianism 
was in full expansion, and indeed be sometimes brought to the 
surface of consciousness by the totalitarian challenge-and then 
it is called "personalist"-and sometimes, too, for purely "tech­
nical" reasons, and in a context of pure science such as seems 
wholly independent of political and social circumstances. . . . I 
shall confine myself here to the common form taken by the argu-
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?1ents of my contemporaries in the wildly varied domains of their m •. 
quines and behavior. 
The problem of contradictory ( or incompatible) maxima 

presented itself to the scholars of Nicea in the following form: 
How reconcile the unity of the divine essence with the diversity 
of " " h ) ;, aspects of the revealed God ( Father, Son, and Holy G ost • 
Next, how reconcile in a single historical and divine being, Jesus 
Christ, the two terms "very man" and "very God"? The settle­
~e~t of this fundamental issue brought with it the notion of the 
divine Person, later transferred by analogy to the human per­
s?n-that is to say, to the natural individual who receives a voc~­
ti?n from God; then to every human being considered in hIS 
dignity . 

. The particular dialectic that took shape during the examina­
tio~ and discussion of the problem was later to inform all the~­
logical thinking during the periods in which philosophy was _s~ 
only the handmaid of theology. But philosophy is at the. on~ 
of political and juridical doctrines on the one hand, of scientific 
thought on the other. 

L • fi d • the et us Jump to the twentieth century: here too we n , m 
mo3t widely varied domains, but now also in the moSt express 
fashion, the problem of contradictory maxima. I give five ex­
amples. 

Every man is at one and the same time separate and unique, 
and bound to the social body-to his fellows. He is free but r~­
sponsible. The maximum freedom should thus correspond m 
his view with the minimum responsibility. In fact, Rob!nson 
Crusoe's freedom is the more empty the more it is unrestricted, 
whereas the maximum responsibility of a king ideally conscien­
tious ( or of any man who is entirely absorbed by his civic side, 
and thus socialized) can leave no room for the separate life of 
the individual. How in those conditions reconcile liberty and 
obligation? 
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The problem of upbringing is analogous: what needs to be 

done is in sum to transmit to a child the maximum of acquired 
forms of conduct and items of knowledge-that is to say, to train 
him to live like others-but at the same time to lead him into 
exercising the maximum of individual independence-that is to 
say, to train him to live in his own way. 

In political life the antinomy is this: the maximum independ­
ence for any given nation excludes the ma.ximum prosperity 
for the people. How reconcile the absolute sovereignty of nations 
with peace, or, inversely, the interdependence of nations with 
their autonomy? 

A buyer's advantage and a seller's advantage are the contra­
dictory maxima in the economy of every people; in practice, they 
are reconciled in price. But today Western economy has to cope 
with contradictions of another kind-that between private enter­
prise and planned economy, for example, or the contradiction of 
economic democracy: to give the most to the greatest number. 

But the most celebrated and the clearest example of maximum 
incompatibles is furnished by physics. It is expressed in Heisen­
berg's principle of uncertainty, according to which it is not pos­
sible to determine with the utmost precision the velocity of a 
particle unless its position is left uncertain, and reciprocally. The 
wave and corpuscle duality furnishes another instance. 

In all this-and not only in the last instance-is it not simply 
once more a question of the old fundamental antinomies formu­
lated by the Pre-Socratics, and which twenty-five centuries of 
mental effort have not yet resolved? That of automism and 
holism, or that of the one and the many, which passionately 
opposed Eleatics v. Pythagoreans? Are we to suppose that the 
Greek thinkers transmitted to the Fathers of the Primitive Church 
that antinomial form of the understanding, a sense of which had 
steadily haunted them? The formal relationship is undeniable, 
and the language was the same. Nevertheless, between the mys-
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ti:al philosophers and the missionary bishops there stands the 
historical fact of the Incarnation. 

The Incarnation raises no problem of logic ( unless a dogma 
~as to be formulated), because it is the event of lvfcdiation. It is 
'.n no respect the conclusion of a dialectical process, but the start­
mg point of faith. The realized Mediation, unthinkable and yet 
accomplished, was also the one perfect completeness of the per­
son. Outside faith in it, in the world where it appeared, the Cross 
that saves becomes also a "Sirrn of contradiction." For in fact we d' o 

IScover that we are incapable of living constantly in faith. 
"None are good, no, not one," says the same Gospel which com­
'.11ands us: "Be ye perfect, even as your Father which is in heaven 
is perfect." And that is why the Western world, which should 
never be called "the Christian world," but which was the first to 
be marked by the indelible sign of the Cross, was doomed from 
th~ beginning of its era to the contradictions and conflicts that 
~nse out of the permanent duality of the individual and his voca­
tion, a~d that have been propagated thence into every order._ In 
th_at principle of imperfection, I see the secret of the dyn~m1sm 
without respite which is at work within us. Without respite we 
~ursue syntheses, methods of excluding the contradiction, prac­
tical · · d • ways of behaving, guarantees for the repose of a spmt an 
Intellect that are at last reconciled. We do not find rest, but fresh 
problems that arise from the ambiguous success of our inqui_ries. 
We do not discover the El Dorado of the spirit, but American 
gold and A~erican limitless space. We do not discover hm~ to 
square the circle, but methods of reaching down ever further into 
the s f l · ecrets O matter and the cosmos. \Ve go after formu atwns 
of unity at any price, and we find either the totalitarian society 
or the nations that divide us. We must thus go further. • · · And 
for_ every Hegel who proclaims that he has a key and a system of 
umversal mediation by means of the Idea, there is always a Kier-
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kegaard to remind us that between the Idea and existence drama 
springs up: "So long as I live, I live in contradiction .... " 

This description of \Vestcrn existence may tend to represent it 
as "impossible" and more and more unlivable. And in a certain 
sense that is what it is-outside faith. But actually it is sustained 
by the continual invention of relative solutions and of useful com­
promises-that is to sar, of provisional orders which are soon 
themselves subject to new revolutions, as is to be seen notably in 
the progress of the sciences. 

The fundamental, original antinomy of the divine Person is 
not one to be either resolved or transcended. It must be taken 
over by faith, at the price of the change in a man himself which 
Christianity calls conversion. 

Likewise the antinomy which constitutes the human person 
cannot be evacuated by means of any theoretical mediation. The 
person cannot be conceived, for example, as a harmonious synthe­
sis of individualism and collectivism, any more than health could 
ensue from a happy compromise between plague and cholera. 

But the existential conflict of the person is reflected, or rather 
projected, in everything that Western man thinks and does. Our 
passion for diversity and our passion for unity increase the an­
tinomial pairs but also add to the means of rendering their 
tensions productive, or, on the contrary, of eliminating these, 
should they prove factitious. That is the principle of all W cstern 
inquiry, and it is the principle which presides today over the 
undertakings that promise most for the future in the different 
domains I have glanced at. In politics, for example, the federalist 
principle is developing in response to the double challenge thrown 
down by individualist ( or nationalist) anarchy and by the totali­
tarian reaction. The problem there is to find an optimum between 
two conflicting maxima. In science, on the contrary, a new logic 
is being applied to the effort of overcoming the antinomies to 
which physics has been brought: it is a matter of changing our 
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understanding, so as to resolve contradictions which have been 
due solely to our inadequate categories.14 

In that sense, and within the limits which have been indicated, 
personalist teaching may be termed mediative even as it instigates 
conflict. It represents the "wisdom"of the West, a venturous and 

dynamic wisdom-not at all serene-and one for which the sym­
bol ought to be Ulysses seeking his way between a Charybdis and 

a Scylla both ever rising up again. 

NoTE ON RomNsoN CRusoE 

One limiting case may enable us better to understand, by con­
trast, the reality of the person. It is the case of Robinson Crusoe, 
the myth of an individual in complete purity. I referred in the 
above chapter to his empty freedom, empty because unrest~icted. 
But empty of what? What renders freedom "empty" 15 t~ie 
absence of any possible point of application to desire and to wil!. 
For want of at least a potential field of action, from which he is 
cut off b h 11 • oy the free-y t e empty ocean, Crusoe cannot rea Y enJ . . 
dom wh' h h • . . d • tuahzed m 

. _1c e is enJoymg. As soon as free om IS ac . . 
a_ction, it obliges the individual by responsibility. A tenswn IS 

simultaneously set up between freedom and responsibility. ~ar 
from excluding one another these actualize one an°ther recip­
rocally. If the tension relaxe: because a break occurs between the 
two poles, or because one pole absorbs the other, there is no 
longer any real freedom or any real responsibility. 

Let us now suppose the counterpart of Crusoe: a responsi­
bT 1 ity empty because unrestricted. 

A 
11 As to that, cf. Vol. II of World Perspectives: Lancelot L. Whyte, 
ccent on Form Let . • d d transforma-t' f h • me repeat: The real antmom1es eman a • 

J~n ° t e whole being, who takes them up by faith instead of trpng to 
W~Y them, or, ~hat '.'-mounts to the same thing, to transcend them ideal~y. 

ereas. the antmomies which have arisen simply owing to our contra~ic­
to;r desires call for a training by disciplinary rea5on; and those w~ich 
anse merely from rational thinking a transformation of our understandmg, 
whereby they will be eliminated. • 
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What renders it empty is the absence of any will and of any 
desire distinct from their immediate application. The perfect 
totalitarian militant party member is in this situation. He cannot 
really take on the responsibility with which he is vested, for want 
of at least a potential freedom, from which he is cut off by the 
bare fact that the idea of freedom is bound up in his mind with 
the idea of social error and implies the immediate penalties of 
Terror. 

Hence flight from all obligation and complete absorption in 
social obligation both bring about a relaxing of the tension, and 
consequently the simultaneous loss of all real freedom and all real 
responsibility. Or again: individualism being man's insular tend­
ency and collectivism his totalitarian tendency, the first seems 
to enhance the self and the second to sacrifice it. But in reality the 
two tendencies diverge less than they form a circle. At the limit, 
indeed, the two ways of flight from the person fuse and are 
canceled out in the motionless impersonal. For at the limit the 
totalitarian state becomes an island, whereas Crusoe's island rep­
resents the one ideally totalitarian state. It is evident from this 
that an equal mixture of the two tendencies will never recreate 
personal tension, but end on the contrary in depressing it com­
pletely. The person cannot be compounded: it is initial or it is 
not. It is evident too that whoever will not involve himself in the 
social matter and whoever yields to tyranny are accomplices, the 
egoist and the man who has fallen in and is under orders, who­
ever murmurs, "Every man for himself," and whoever exclaims, 
"The state for all." Those two absconders from the person, those 
two fugitives from vocation, are for the same reason saboteurs of 
the West. They alone, by increasing in number, are capable of 
getting History stuck in the mud and of putting an ignominious 
end to the Western Odyssey of the spirit. 



IV. 

The Castle Perilous 

PASSION, REVOLUTION, NATION 

IF THE West were to be defined by its specific diseases, 1 think 
that the above three words would do. Equally unknown to A_n­
t" · • conceiv-
iqmty and ( till our influence reached there) the East' in 

abl f . . . th ee attempts e apart rom Chnstiamty although they name r . 
to tear away from it, they are all charged with prestige in the eyes 
of a E h they represent uropean and have an unmistakable pat os: . 
in our Quest of the Grail the episode of the Castle Perilous 
(Circe's Cave in the Odyssey). And to anyone who may be 
tempted to doubt their religious and sacred value I would sug­
geSt that he should measure that by his own reaction to these 
pages. 

To speak o[ passion in anv other way than by rewntmg 
W h • · ' yphal ut ermg H ezghts or by adding a sixth letter to the apocr . . 
~n~s of _the Portug.rese Nun, to try on the contrary to describe it 
m its clinical symptoms, as the obsession which it is; or to sp:ak 
~f Revolution without preaching and cursing it, but by eSl~bhsh­
mg the balance sheet of its effects, which will show that it puts 
liberty in debt; finally, to speak of the Nation not as an idol 
bloody and dull, but simply as a formula which has had its day-­
that is what will be resented as sacrilege by the Western intcl-
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ligentsia, and resented the more strongly the less that intelligentsia 
is Christian. 

Hence there is a modern sacred. And the three words disclose 
the secret of its sorcery. The modern sacred is the enemy of the 
person and of the person's freedom, if I go by its real effects, and 
yet it remains none the less inconceivable outside a world ,vhich 
has been invested and given its structure by the reality of the 
person and of its most assured "notes"-vocation, conversion, 
and the sentiment of unprecedented uniquity. 

PASSION, OR CONVERSION TO NOTIIINGNESS 

"Love? An invention of the twelfth century,., wrote a historian 
by no means frivolous. In support of this famous remark, let me 
recall a series of indisputable facts-the connection of which I 
have sought to interpret clsewhere. 1 It was at the beginning of 
the t,velfth century and in the South of France that courtly 
poetry and courtly morals took form, and the one theme for both 
was love. Soon afterward ( at Lyons, in 1143) the canons in­
stituted the worship of the Virgin. And Our Lady responds to the 
Lady of Thoughts, as the corte::.ia of the troubadours to the mys­
tical nature of the divine love according to St. Bernard, or as the 
exemplary story lived through by Heloise and Abelard to the 
myth of fatal passion put into '\'erse and prose at the end of the 
same century-the Romance of Tristan and Iscult. 

From the South of the troubadours-the inventors of our 
lyrical poesy-to the North of the trouveres-the inventors of 
the novel-and thereupon to the whole of literary Europe, the 
transmission of themes, subjects, and manners of composition can 
be traced step by step-our erudite scholars have ckscribed it. 
But the Romance of Tristan was not only imitated by writers 
during nearly eight centuries; the whole experience of passionate 

1 Cf. my Passion and Society (revised edition; New York; Pantheon 
Books, and also Doubleday, 1956). 
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love drew from it, down to our own day, its language and its 
types of behavior-that is to say, the steps to avowal, to ~n­
courage one another to the point of exaltation, to defy morality, 
and finally how to despoil morality of its most effective piece of 

prestige-divinizing heroism. 
Such was the progress of passion from the southern tw_el!th 

century down to the days of Romanticism, and we are still living 
in the warmth of the ashes of an interminable conflagration. And I 
am quite aware that from the fatal passion to the more or less ex­
citing romance, and from mystical Love down to the love interest 
of Hollywood films, there is only a long decadence, vulgarization 
in the literal sense; and yet all the time it has remained the same 
myth. By means of culture, and thanks to the models which it 
lends to sentiment, the myth has penetrated into our lives, and 

even where our actions escape from its thrall it goes on reigning 
over _o~r dreams and stirs our nostalgia. And that is how it has 
conditioned for centuries the relations of the sexes in the West, even 
th0ugh an average young European no more resembles Tristan 
than some chur h • • h c goer m h1S Sunday best the martyrs w ose 
blood was the seed of the Church 

The content of th h • t t' e myt cannot be described except by con-
ras mg terms which h 
hancement of n . are t emselves ambivalent: it is the en-
change their _1 e 1~ the direction of death (but life and death 

signs m the l tical) it is impc • 1. anguage of the pa5sionate and mys-
' na lSm and b d al sincerity, with the a an onment of the self ( with equ 
. same gesture) • • t • • • • 

askeszs but luxuriou h ll , 1 1s intensity but depressmg, 
s, c a enge but T • 

tan brings all that out). masochistic (\Vagner's ris-

But it is the form of th 
brings it to light in ex· t e myth that provokes its content and 

h is ence, even h 
enoug to produce an • as t e rules of a game are 
T insensate ex • 

he form, the structure st'll citement over bits of wood, 
' i operates upon us, even when we 
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are unaware of the origins of the myth and have no suspicion of 
its finality. 

In respect of society, the myth of passion is but revolt and 
flight. It could only foment the selfish and profaning individual 
in the very center of the feudal world, which was the world of 
"fealties." Tristan, seized by passion, violates every moral, social, 
and religious taboo; Iseult betrays every one of her sacred vows, 
and in the episode of the ordeal by the red-hot iron she succeeds 
in deceiving God Himself. Actually, the twelfth century, in which 
passion arose with the passion of the troubadours, witnessed a 
first return of individualism in the Christianized West. It heralded 
the Renaissance with the melancholy strains of the lute which 
Manes is said to have invented. And this music of gnosis has 
gone on disturbing the wild heart of man shut up in a sensible 
~~rriage with orthodoxy. As for marriage itself, civil and re­
l~gtous alike-a personalist form of the relations of the sexes, 
sfince it assumes union in the heart of distinction-it was natural 
or every h • h · h · 
1 eresy m t e twelfth century to condemn It. The eresies 

a le?ed abuses, but in reality it was the use of it that they were 
against The b • d f · · · d 
l·r • Y su stitute or 1t the oath made against marne 
1 e and in th I . B: e so e name of pass10n . 

....., here appears the religious form of the phenomenon and of its ... yt . A 
Pass· man and woman are observed to have entered upon Ion as th • h 
and th fi ey mig t have entered into religion. The first look 
the bo~il rs: avowal corresponded to the "touches" of the Spirit, 
yieldi y mbrace opened the mystic Way, and the complete 

ng up top • • 
l' assion 1s described as a conversion: 
. hereupon the . . 

With her d true Minne, the impetuous goddess filled him 
f ar ours A d h. b . ' 

0 the pain h • n is lazmg heart revealed to him the source s e was ff . 
entered int h" su ermg. Then began for him another life. He b O t is ne re 
ecarne anoth w I e and his whole being was changed. He 

2 er man .... 2 

Gottfried f S 
ll o trasbourg, Tristan. 
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The "new life" -in the world as though not of the world-was 
not vouchsafed to a man for his pleasure: it seized him like a 
commanding grace, and fitted him with a vocation. Anybody 
who was snatched out of the common run by a sovereign caprice 
of the .Minne at once lost all power over himself. He was no 
sooner released than consecrated. A1 inne had distinguished him, 
but it was in order that he might serve her. Let us hear her sing 
with the wild and delirious voice of her pricstc.~s and magician, 
Isolde: "Chosen by me, lost by me!" It is a vocation of suffering 
and fidelity all the way to divinizing death, but one being has 
taken the place of everybody; and of the world, and of God 
Himself. 

Everything here recalls the person, imitates its form, and re­
produces its paradox, although in a reversed reflection. Deified 
love is not the God Who is Love. It does not elect a man in order 
to save him, but in or<ler to exalt him in the direction of his ruin. 
It does not endow him with a neighbor but with an object of 
ftlf • • ' a a ascmation. Nevertheless, the man is elected, isolated and 
related, transported beyond all profane morality and told in his 
turn what Augustine said to him whose faith had delivered him 
from the law· "A f ld • ma et ac quod vis." Tristan's passion cou 
never be avowed in ·t t • • 1 s rag1c and obsessive grandeur except ill 
the heart of a wo Id I • h 1 • r w 11c 1ad been taught to believe in the ir-
replaceable value f h • • 

d h h O eac smgle being. "I was thinking of thee 111 
my eat t roes I shed th d h 
b r h • ese rops of blood for thee " says to t e 

e iever t e Jesus of Pa'>cal p . ' 
appeared in aw Id h • _ass1on accordingly could only have 

or w ere th1 b r £ • t 
and parcel of ev b d , 8. _c ic 111 a unique being was par 

cry o y s rehg10 Th . • 
which mimics the le f f . n. e wild rush of passion, 

ap O aith did n t . . . • 
salvation nor into a salut ' 0 cast a man mto his hvmg 

ary martyrdom b . h 
of the death of the two lovers. "C , ut mto the catastrop e 
appeased spirit in the purest of Bac~'me, sweet death!" sings t~e 

s chorals. The dying Isolde s 
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"supreme Joy·' is but a last cry of defiance hurled at the Sun that 
has sunk below the yellow horizon of the western sea. It is the 
cry of an "exiled" spirit, which snatches itself away from matter 
and the flesh only to founder. 

But docs not that make passion the frustration of the Western 
Quest, a fatal frustration once the spirit has refused to accept 
complete incarnation or abasement into the finite world-the 
place of our salutary experience? Certainly. But it must be under­
stood that frustration of this order remains specifically Western, 
e\'en though it is caused by the rejection of the principal options 
of the \Vest. It does not carry the spirit off to the symbolical East, 
as by a double negation; for the East is a stranger to the tragic 
absolute which follows upon an irreversible act and which pledges 
the person beyond return. And yet passion invented afresh one of 
the profound secrets of spiritual escape devised in India and by 
Buddhism. In the rejection of the fragile and provisional flesh, 
and at the decisive moment of the carnal life, passion, in its essen­
tial angelism, could not dream of a horizon of hope unless it was 
that of metempsychosis. "Our engagement was not for this life," 
says Novalis, referring to his lost betrothed. On the tomb of Tris­
tan and lseult two plants shot up in a night and they embraced. 
And that discreet svmbol of transmi(Tration has its roots in the 
depths of passion. It flowers on th; edge of the abyss which 
~eparates the magical East from the tragic West, and the abyss 
10 question is but the dizziness of the spirit once it has fallen a 
prey to the Manichaean rejection of the Incarnation. 

REVOLUTION, OR SOCIALIZED PASSION 

b Whenever passionate catastrophism flows over into the social od • 
Y, it takes the name of Revolution. 

ab~vhe ide~ and the reality of this happening have, as I said 
n ~•. never been known in the East, neither to the Aryan or 

rav1d1an . . . 
empires nor to the Khmer or Mongolian, Chmese or 



68 MAN'S WESTERN QUEST 

Japanese empires. The idea can appear to an Asiatic untouched 
by Western influences only in the aspect of a profound indecency, 
or of a wound to the cosmic order of an absurd crime. As for ' • 
reality, Orientals are not strangers to great upheavals of empire 
and to revolts. Nevertheless, ·..vhen the Great Khan swept the 
Sung dynasty out of China and then the Mings chased away the 
M ls ' d Mahmud 

ongo , when Chandragupta usurped the throne, an . • 
invaded the kingdoms of the Rajputs and these rose againSt hirn, 
there was no revolution at any juncture; for subversion ~orn~ 
from without, or aims at a foreign dominion. The very n~uo_n ° f 

l • . 1 f rn within ° 
revo ut1on, connoting a sudden change a rencwa ro 
all things and of Order itself is a noti;n that has the same cxte~-
. • ' ld " If there l.S 

s1on m space and time as the "Christianized war • • 
· 1· · 30 ·t • owing to 

no soc1a 1Sm m Asia wrote Henri de Man in 19 , 1 is ' Jap~~ 
the absence of Christianity. At the very same moment a 
b · d · · · • but he was a egan mtro ucmg trade umomsm to hlS country, d h 
Ch · · 'tnesse t e 

nst1an-named Kagawa. Since then we have wi 
spread of Communism in Asia. But let us take India: the firSl t~ 
be affected there by Marxist ideology were intellectuals educated 
· E l who ha 
m ng and and the inhabitants of the Malabar coaSt' h 
been Christianized very long ago. Take China: the father_ of t_ he 

1 . begin wit 
revo ut1on there was the convert, Sun-Yat-Sen, who to 
had been a fanatical Protestant. • 

E h' · · f evolution veryt mg mclmcs us to link the phenomenon ° r . . 
to some specific quality or defect of the West or of its religion, 

Actually, Christianity provides us with the very type of sudden 
d d. • the 

an ra 1cal change, but coming from within-conversion, 
dazzling light of the Road to Damascus where Saul of Tarsus ' . the 
became the Apostle Paul. Revolution and conversion have • 
same meaning: to turn round completely. In both cases, there 15 

a sudden, swift crisis, a process of dying and rebirth, which par,: 
takes of the violence of a catharsis: "Old things are passed away, 
St. Paul says; "behold, all things are become new." And the 
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leaders of our revolutions promise "new things" in a sudden 
accession. In both cases the subversion of the old order is achieved 
with a double movement: the violent rejection of "old things," 
the institution of a new order. A convert rejects the Law, which 
has become dead for him-that is the anarchical moment-but 
then instantly Faith pledges him to obey the Church-and that is 
the instituting moment putting him in community. The irrup­
tion of faith into a particular human life thus figures the spiritual 
model of every \Vestern revolution. 

But there is more to it than that. Christianity brought into the 
world values which were to inspire the revolutionary ideal ( an 
ideal that was going to change them into things due) : the de­
mand for universal justice in place of one relative to caste or to 
class; the claim to freedom for every man of whatever rank. The 
conflict between those two demands, which is at the root both 
of the instability of our political and social systems and of our 
pursuit of true good citizenship, has remained unknown to en­
closed or sacred societies. Finally, the idea of a received mission 
or vocation, transcendent in respect of the common morality and 
the "interests of the state." Thus, the type of a European revolu­
tionary took form out of a background of faith in which liberty 
and prophetic action are regarded as more real than the Order 
of the World and obedience to sacred laws. 

Finally, the appearance of Christ and the triumph of the 
Church in the \Vest meant that in Western development there 
was a discontinuity, an outstanding traumatism: we say "B.C." 
and we mean antiquity; "A.D.," and we refer to a new era, num­
bered afresh. Every subsequent revolution was animated by the 
memory of that. The East has experienced no similar division of 
time-no cutting of history into two, thanks to which History 
came to exist. Southern Asia has lasted down to the present in the 
living continuity of its pasts, not one of which has been abolished 
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or deprived of its temples. It is comparable with a Continent of 
Europe in which we should still see alive around us, in town and 
countryside, with their rites and their idols and their worshipers, 
Zeus, Aphrodite, and Diana the Eleusinian mysteries, the Great 
Goddess, the initiatory cults: Scandinavian Odin and Celtic Dis­
pater, currents of Judaic and Arab Persian and Manichaean 
ideas, and twenty simultaneous schoois of metaphysics, with none 
supreme, with no succession and no exclusion. On the other hand' 
the sharp division which was operated by Christianity once it 
had been officially established in the Roman Empire crea~ed f~r 
Europe a precedent which goes on unceasingly haunting its his-

tory. 
Conversions "subversive" values historical discontinuity-' ' • 

th0se are three facts which seem decisive. But to note them is not 
to explain matters completely. For example, the transition from 

· • • l model to 
conversion to revolution-that is to say, from a spintua • 

li · 1 • h t saymg 
a po tlca and social event-does not seem to go wit ou • I d l'k ''revo-
t seems even doubtful if the earlv Christians behave i e 

l t' · " · ' Of ourse the 
u ionanes m the modern sense of the term, c ' 
Church, in organizing groups of the converted, did create a new 
type of human relation;. It instituted a new order which was so~n 
going to take over as the Empire faltered. But the early ~hns-
. Th ~ 

tians remained supporters of the established order· ere is • 
sign of their trying to subvert the imperial system or of attacking 
th · · · f h' h was e mStitution of slavery for example 3 neither O w ic · . ' ' first for 
gomg to be abolished on theological grounds, but the 

·1· h where 
mi itary reasons and the second for technical. Finally, t ere 
Ch · · · · • fl errant nstiamty did display its subversive power, there 1s a at:> 
contradiction between "the Christian revolution" of the fir5t cen­
turies A.D. and the other revolutions which have in its shadow 
shed unhallowed blood. The Church was indeed grounded upon 

3 Although they <lid empty both these of a sacred clement by refusing to 
worship Caesar and by marrying slaves. 
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the reality of men's being transformed by faith. Its purpose was 
not to convert society, but to unite the converted in one body. 
And it is acccssorily that it happened to contribute to modifying 
certain structures which were decidedly incompatible with its 
notion of man.·' Our revolutions attempt the reverse: setting out 
from the utopia of a theoretic order, which has to be imposed by 
force, it is imagined that this will necessarily result in "a new 
man," freer and happier. 

In order to account for these coincidences and contradictions 
both, it is necessary to go back to our dialectic of the person. 

It is not the person which gets away from the magical body of 
the tribe; it is the profaning individual. The latter founds a city­
state for which he decrees laws and contracts. But once civic and 
political cheating comes to prevail over the city-state, and an in­
dividual can no longer feel supported and related in it, the social 
void calls for an authoritarian order. Here may arise revolution. 

Two kinds of order are indeed thereupon conceivable. There 
is the Church with its fundamental brotherhood in love of one's 
neighbor and of one Father. There is the Party (movement, 
political club, or faction) and its conditional comradeship 5 in the 
struggle against the established order. The Church is obedience 
to the eternal Liberator, who died for us but is present in faith, 
that "full assurance of things not seen." The Party is instead 
subordinate to a leader whose visible and material presence is 

4 It might even be contended that Christianity had been subversive only 
in spite of the pretension of the Church to set up a permanent order, a 
holy immobility in the Eastern manner. Karl Jaspers insists rightly: "The 
Byzantine Empire was a more or less theocratic state. In the West, it was 
quite otherwise. The Church had advanced the same pretension. But as 
this was not accepted, it became the Church militant, and while developing 
on the spiritual plane, was a factor in favour of liberty and against abuses 
by the temporal power. Thus Christianity went so far as to encourage the 
liberal aspirations of opponents of the Church." ( Origins and Meaning of 
History, French translation, p. 79.) 

s Every man is my brother, whatever he may do or believe, when I am a 
Christian. Every comrade may at any moment cease to be mine, when I 
am a Communist. 
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confirmed on every hoarding; he too claims from active party 
members faith in an ideal and future world, but the only pledges 
for this faith are the sacrifice and death of his adversaries. A man 
enters the Church because he has been converted, hence changed; 
but a man joins the Party so as to change the world first and not 
first himself. In the case of a revolutionary, accordingly, the con· 
version is one not of being but of doing; and, furthermore, dele­
gated to collective action. A party recruit imitates the leap of 
conversion, but instead of discovering that he is now a pledged 
person, he finds that he is now an enrolled political soldier. 

That the revolutionary Party is an exact parody ( conscious or 
unconscious) of the Christian Church is something which our 
time can no longer question. Nazism and Stalinism have each 
had a pope and infallibility· hierarchies orders forms of wor­
ship and dogmas, an Inquisition more effective than the 0ther in 
the eradication of heresy from the utmost recesses of the cerebel­
lun:1. Saint-Just was a little Lord Fauntleroy compared to their 
Philanthropists, if not in intention at least in success. He could 
not avail himself of telecommands and his missi dominici only 
went on horseback. But his Terror was as good as Communist 
purges, and his "clericalism" without stain. 

However the 1· • 1 h 
h ' po itica churches only copy from the Churc 

w at has been least Ch • • nstian about her Not one of the features 
enumerated above • 1 • • • 
not A is tru Y evangelical. It is theocratic ambition, 

gape, that broods • • d d lands him in C insi e a doctrinaire of revolution, an 
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name of all against a portion of the people, it lives. obsessed b?' 
"the enemies of freedom" so naming those who differ from it 
and might accordingly t~rn into its judges. Hence the inevitable 
Terror which it sets up, being itself terrorized. Hence the ne_ces­
sary and not accidental fact-despite the hypocrisy of partisan 
historiographers-that the Revolution, while a libertarian myth, 
is in reality closed and lugubrious, a persecution psychosis, the 
paranoia of the West. 

Whoever were to condemn the aspiration to community which 
generated our revolutions would be dwelling in the unreal; I 
have said why. But those who still think that those revolutions 
?ave "objectively" served freedom simply betray a wonder£ ul 
ignorance of history. The great European revolutions did not 
once overthrow a tyrant. On the contrary, they set up some very 
~~at and bloody ones-Napoleon, Hitler, JvI ussolini, Stalin. 
We~se tyran~ were only felled by war or by death. And most 

e the ga111ers by o "l"b . ,, l . . . Re 1 • ur 1 ertanan revo ut1ons, not victims. vo utions have . 
systems h " never triumphed except over senile political 

' t e tyranny" f h" h . 
state rule th f O w ic , 1£ compared with the kind of 
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confirmed on every hoarding; he too claims from active party 
members faith in an ideal and future· world, but the only pledges 
for this faith are the sacrifice and death of his adversaries. A man 
enters the Church because he has been converted, hence changed; 
but a man joins the Party so as to change the world first and not 
first himself. In the case of a revolutionary, accordingly, the con­
version is one not of being but of doing; and, furthermore, dele­
gated to collective action. A party recruit imitates the leap of 
conversion, but instead of discovering that he is now a pledged 
person, he finds that he is now an enrolled political soldier. 

That the revolutionary Party is an exact parody ( conscious or 
unconscious) of the Christian Church is something which our 
time can no longer question. Nazism and Stalinism have each 
had a pope and infallibility; hierarchies, orders, forms of wor­
ship and dogmas, an Inquisition more effective than the other in 
the eradication of heresy from the utmost recesses of the cerebel­
lum. Saint-Just was a little Lord Fauntleroy compared to their 
Philanthropists, if not in intention at least in success. He could 
not avail himself of telecommands and his missi dominici only 
went on horseback. But his Terror was as good as Communist 
purges, and his "clericalism" without stain. 

However, the political churches only copy from the Church 
what has been least Christian about her. Not one of the features 
enumerated above is truly evangelical. It is theocratic ambition, 
not Agape, that broods inside a doctrinaire of revolution, and 
lands him in Caesaro-Papism. That kind of ambition is bridled 
in the Church by its transcendental vocation and by the direct 
recourse of a soul to God. But who can appeal from the decrees 
of a Party which incarnates the Revolution? There is nothing 
above it. 6 There is no Judge of its crimes. And as soon as the 
Party is aware that it is unjustified in its pretension to rule in the 

6 The Soviet leaders have had Marx himself rewritten, fearing to leave in 
existence some superior authority, even one merely human. 
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name of all against a portion of the people, it lives obsessed by 
"the enemies of freedom," so naming those who differ from it 
and might accordingly turn into its judges. Hence the inevitable 
Terror which it sets up, being itself terrorized. Hence the neces­
sary and not accidental fact-despite the hypocrisy of partisan 
historiographers-that the Revolution, while a libertarian myth, 
is in reality closed and lugubrious, a persecution psychosis, the 
paranoia of the West. 

Whoever were to condemn the aspiration to community which 
generated our revolutions would be dwelling in the unreal; I 
have said why. But those who still think that those revolutions 
have "objectively" served freedom simply betray a wonderful 
ignorance of history. The great European revolutions did not 
once overthrow a tyrant. On the contrary, they set up some very 
great and bloody ones-Napoleon, Hitler, Mussolini, Stalin. 
Those tyrants were only felled by war or by death. And most 
were the gainers by our "libertarian" revolutions, not victims. 
Revolutions have never triumphed except over senile political 
systems, the "tyranny" of which, if compared with the kind of 
state rule that followed them, was many times dubbed "happy 
days," not only by its survivors but by the sons of its executioners. 

Here the intellectual snobs of the West, the youth of yester­
day, will protest loudly out of a sense of injured virtue. I am in 
fact attacking their religion. Not as an opposition party, but as a 
pathetic mistake. They dreamed of community without daring 
really to want it, making into gods those who dictated the recipe 
for it in the sadistic and haughty language that has invariably 
excited masochists. The tense eloquence of Saint-Just 7 has been 

7 This figure is worshiped by them on a level with the greatest men-and 
this now that psychoanalysis flourishes among us! The authors whom they 
admi~e are aware of this, and are careful not to lay a finger on the idol, 
even if they themselves no longer believe in it. "Do not let us mix up, even 
for a single second, the grandiose character of Saint-Just with the melan­
choly Marat," one of them writes. Unbelief, however serene, needs the 
prestige that goes with the word "saint." 
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their idea of "purity," the brutal sentences pronounced by Lenin 
their idea of efTective rigor. A kind of literary extremism long 
passed with them for spirituality, and its prestige is far from being 
outworn. The guillotine and the Russian labor camps help to 
rea5sure the consciences of our votaries of the Revolution J\,f yth. 
"We must not count the cost," they say with an air of hardened 
wisdom. They have to feel that, no doubt. But have they any 
purpose that they dare avow? Let us recall that it was once 
thought to be a necessary outlay to slit open with the obsidian 
knife the bosoms of young Aztecs and tear out their still beating 
hearts and offer these to the god-so that it might rain. Really, 
the sacred cares nothing for results; it finds its evidence in blood­
shed. 

But if we, defying the myth and its taboos, coldly estimate the 
results, we are compelled to admit that the European revolutions 
have, without notable exception, all ended in reinforcing tyranny, 
either that of a man or that of a class, and invariably that of the 
state. Adopting the values of Passion-"Give us liberty or give 
us 9eath !" cried the J acobins, and they got death, but first it was 
the death of others, and Liberty hid her face-and later consign­
ing to neglect in official files the early generous aspiration to com­
munity, European revolutions have fomented nationalism, the 
third and perhaps fatal religious frenzy of the West. 

THE NATION, OR SOCIALIZED VOCATION 

Goethe, while watching the Battle of Valmy, exclaimed: 
"From this spot and this day will begin the new era." It was 
indeed to the cry of "Long live the Nation!" shouted all along 
the front that the French owed their victory. Let us notice that 
the cry did not then mean "Long live France!" any more than 
"Soviets everywhere!" meant under Lenin "Long live Russia!" 
The cry proclaimed a new myth. It was like the invocation of a 
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new god, a kind of Gott mit uns immediately answered, since by 
means of that single cry the battle was won. 

A nation in process of being born, such as we come upon at 
Valmy, is therefore an ideal, an ideology, the essence of a new 
community not already made at birth, but destined to be the 
product of the future and of will. Nevertheless, the ideology is not 
the concern of the whole people, but of a party; and the party 
acts by means of the state. 

\Vithin the country the first task of the state was going to be to 
crush opposition; for the nation is a religion, and religions, in 
the West, have been uncompromising-at least since the advent 
of Christianity. The state thus found that it was compelled to 
reinforce the police, to centralize all the elements of power, and 
to transform justice into an instrument of ideology-the whole 
in the name of the Nation. 

But if, at home, the idea of nation became in the hands of the 
state an instrument of oppression and of latent civil war, abroad 
it became the instrument of open war. \Vhy should a nation have 
to make war? First of all, because the "nations divided within 
themselves conquered by war abroad stability at home," as Hegel 
was to put it. Next, because the collusion of the centralized state 
and the missionary nation is bound to produce imperialism: thus 
the France of Napoleon took the place of Revolutionary France. 
The ideology of the nation was essentially one of conquest: it was 
impelled to carry Liberty to other peoples under the constraint 
of the bayonet. 

But what happened was that national war, as fought by the 
"liberating'' soldiery of the Revolution and Empire, far from 
ensuring the triumph all over Europe of the unitary ideology of 
the Jacobins, aroused nationalist rivalries. And it was in a 
country which had suffered most severely from Napoleonic ag­
gression-in Prussia-that the nationalist philosophy came to be 
elaborated. Hegel was the reflective counterpart of Napoleon. 
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Hegel pictured the nation as a crusade for the idea. "It is not 
the natural determinations of a nation which give it its character; 
it is the national spirit." ( It is to be noted that nation and father­
land differ for him as spirit and nature.) The national spirit is 
"an individual in the march of History." The spirit takes form 
thanks to its own activity, reaches maturity, and then enters into 
its full vigor by opposition ( hence through war), and inevitably 
declines and dies. "Every people ripens like a fruit; its activity 
consists of accomplishing its principle, not of enjoying it. ... 
Each has its principle to which it tends as to its end. That end 
once attained, it has nothing more to do in the world." And 
again: "At every epoch the people that becomes supreme is the 
people that incarnates the most lofty concept of Spirit." 

Here then were the peoples being raised to the dignity of par­
ticular intentions of the world Spirit, but at the same time they 
were being denied, under penalty of being of "public nullity," 
any leave to live in peace, "to vegetate," Hegel makes plain, in 
happiness and without history. We have reached the point of the 
decisive transfer of the idea of vocation; it passes from persons 
to nations. 

But how_ is the Nation-State, once endowed with all the per­
sonality of which it tends to deprive actual human beings, going 
to behave in the world? The primitive ideal of the nation, con­
fiscated by the French state, led to wars of aggression. These 
caused other nationalisms to rise up, and they in their turn were 
to claim the right to dominate the epoch. To that end, each pro­
fessed to incarnate "the highest concept of the Spirit." For 
France, this was its "immortal principles." For Prussia, the idea 
of the state. For England, rule Britannia! For Russia, despotic 
messianism. The small countries were content to invoke their 
traditions, their folklore, or even their language: so that in our 
present century Norway, Ireland, and Israel artificially revived a 
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"national language" which had long been completely forgotten, 
in order the better each to establish its raison d'etre. They were 
exhibiting a reflected or imitation nationalism, at times nearer to 
true patriotism, but quite as jealous and as churlish as that of 
their great neighbors. None of such "concepts of the Spirit" 
being really assented to, no one nation kept the lead for long, but 
not one came to the conclusion, once defeated, that "it had 
nothing more to do in the world." Each went on calling itself 
"sovereign" in the wake of the absolutist kings who had been ac­
countable to God alone-but God was no longer above the na­
tions. Divine right was therefore translated to mean the right of 
the strongest state. This state recognized no obligations other than 
those undertaken in the contracts which it had signed with its 
competitors, trade alliances and treaties which were abrogated 
the moment they no longer paid. It thus was made possible for 
half a dozen gangster states, e.xcessively touchy, devoid of any 
respect for community, quick on the draw, hand already in 
pocket, to try to bend Europe to their will. There was much talk 
of "concert of nations" and of "international law," but it is plain 
that these Individual-Nation-States rendered any international 
order out of the question, in theory and by definition, as they 
would accept no superior judge of their "rights" and no restric­
tion of their "absolute sovereignty." For a hundred years Europe, 
while supposing itself rational, was to live upon this fundamental 
absurdity. In 1914 it proved fatal. 

But how did the absurdity succeed for a century and more? By 
aping religion and its teaching, and in becoming itself a spring 
out of which flowed the sacred. The Eagle, the Three Colors, and 
the Little Hat played to begin with the part of labarum, crucifix, 
and miter. Ceremonies were introduced later, with the Cenotaphs 
to the Dead and the worship of the Unknown Soldier. To pro­
vide for piety and the new morality, popular poets and the 
authorities responsible for compulsory schooling saw to it that 
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appropriate hymns and a catechism were mac.le availab~e. ~'his 
national religion, which has justly been compared to Shmtoism, 
was not going to bother to attack Christianity; it was conte_n: t? 
annex it on decisive occasions. Admittedly, the national spmt is 
a very real god and is really believed in, since he success£ ully calls 
upon the citizens to sacrifice their actual lives. But what are we 
offered in exchange for our lives? A nebulous but potent sense of 
communion, which enables an individual to rise above his narrow 
horizon, to throw off his private worries ( in wartime), to feel as 
though transported in a kind of transcendence. In truth, we have 
here again egoism, but so broadened as to become a virtue. It is 
taught in schools under the name of "patriotism." It is accepted 
that every form of pride, every form of vanity, and even the moSt 

stupid boastings are legitimate and honorable so long as they are 
attributed to the nation in which one has taken the trouble to 
get born. What nobody would dare to say of his me, he has the 
sacred duty of saying for his us. 

Nevertheless, this religion remains obviously incapable of giv­
ing vitality to the whole existence of man. "National pride is 
remote from daily life," remarked Simone Weil. The nation is a 
far-off god, who demands much more than he gives, infinitely 
more, absurdly more. A source of hatred rather than of love, the 
nation lays claim to absolutes of which obviously it is spiritually 
unworthy and materially incapable: that of unlimited sov­
ereignty, for example, which is an attribute of God. or that of 
eternity, to the contempt of all likelihood. "Etern~l France,'' 
"i~~ortal Germany" are frequent expressions in time of war. 
M1~hons of ~en are_ moved by the rhetoric, and instantly forget 
their smattcrmg of history. 

I said above that the pseudo-religious frenzy of nationalism 
may_ be fata~ to :he West, and I see two considerable reasons for 
fearmg that 1t will be. 

The first is that there are essential contrad· t· b b 1c ions etween a so-
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lute sovereignty and peace, between the nation-state and liberty, 
between the sacredness of the nation and the Christian faith, etc., 
contradictions which broke out as far back as 1914, and they 
weaken not only Europe-demoralized by wars-but indeed the 
whole of the West. For the absence of European unity throws the 
Atlantic grouping off balance and threatens to deliver half the 
world to the hegemony of the United States. That country has 
not sought such a responsibility, and is not equipped to shoulder 
it. There is where America differs profoundly from Rome-in 
face of the magnified Greece which Europe may well be said to 
figure. If Europe were Americanized, it would gain in stability, 
but it would lose the profound significance of its Quest. Everyone 
feels this and f cars it obscurely. If I were asked why, I should 
reply with the sentence which is a biological parable of funda­
mental spiritual truth: "Every plant which suffers tends to pro­
duce flower and fruit." 8 ( A little more pain, and it would be 
desiccated; none at all, and its leaves and stems would grow in 
~eauty, but at the expense of the taste of its fruit.) With this fear 
IS bound up another-that of seeing vanish with Europe the 
strongest prospect of a trulv illuminatincr dialog-ue between West 

' b "-J and Ea<;t. 

. And that brings me to my second reason. The whole of Asia is 
In danger of "catching" our nationalist fever. Some countries 
have already been attacked by it, though lightly, as counterpart 
of the white man's withdrawal. Others are infected by a virus 
wh~ch has been methodically spread by Moscow. So we see China 
delivered over to westernization in the worst sense of the word, 
on the morrow of a revolution which was indubitably genuine, 
but nevertheless an imported article. 
. The Western nationalism "caught" by the peoples of the East 
is rather like our common cold which is often fatal to South Sea 
islanders. Nationalism in Euro;e was partially neutralized by the 

8 Bulletin de la Societe d'horticulture de France, January, 19S5. 
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enduring resistance of local groups and of the various politic 
and professional international bodies. Such defensive reflexes < 

the body social are not put forth in the East, and the nationali: 
disease may have an extraordinary virulence there. All that wi 
turn against our West, at the very moment the West begins t 
have a glimpse of the extent of its own folly and to seek the cur 
which it alone can invent. 

THE REvor.T AGAINST FREEDOM 

Passion, Revolution, Nation-those three specific diseases ar< 
the "special marks" of Europe listed on its card in the card inde:i< 
of History. But they are not only feverish ills; they arc also 
heresies: truths gone astray, cut off from the whole in which they 
were reconciled in a common tension in the direction of an ever 
receding resolution. All three are the result of an abusive trans­
position of spiritual realities, either onto the individual or onto 
society. All three are fatal, and bound up with death from the 
beginning. We know this, or at least we guess it. But we recoil 
from imagining a sudden recovery from them at the wave of a 
magic wand. To arrest these fevers would be devastating: should 
we not be emptied of an aff ectivity which has grown to be the 
savor and even the very meaning of life for millions of our 
fellow-beings, and among them excellent people? 

They threaten our peace, and more than that: the very exist­
ence of the West. And yet the West without them would appear 
alm?st unthinkable. For they are connected with the deepest 
motives of our situatio_n in History; with the genesis of our whole 
Quest. They are persistent errors inseparable from the perilous 
Odyssey upon_ which we had already launched at birth. 

A final trait common to all three of th h Id k m . . em s ou ma e co -
pletely plam their congenital relation to Ch . . . Th nstiamty. ey resur-
rect among us the sense of the holy-th t • h 1. . . . t 

h. h t F ·th a 1s, t e re 1gious mstinc 
w ic rue a1 trarucends. They measure how far Western 
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man goes adrift once he is no longer guided by the stars. They 
illustrate three forms of one and the same revolt against the final 
Goal of the Venture, ,vhich can never be grasped except by faith. 

Christianity is to be distinguished from most other religions 
by the fact that it seems impossible for believers to satisfy its 
demands fully. That is what impelled the West forward, and 
roused its unslakable thirst. But when a man comes to feel that 
he will never be able to attain the final goal unless he at the 
same time lets Grace make up for his debility and hence grants 
t~at salvation will be a gift and not wrested from God, he throws 
~ 1111sclf at more immediate and more tangible goals. It is essen­
tially an untimely movement-a denial of time, of waiting, and 
of . the given conditions, and substituting impatiently for the 
06Ject of hope that of an immediate enjoyment. The same ardor 
moves him, the same leap of faith· but he thinks he sees suddenly 
that the goal is at hand: he tou~hes it, he embraces it, and he 
fancies he is embracincr the Absolute because his thirst expected 

b ' 
no less. But, akin to the tracric lovers of the lccrend, with their d. t, b 

go -inebriating philter that cancels Time, he has "drunk his 
destruction and death." 

To treat as holy the goals which are not the Goal is the recipe 
of West I • · • • h' h h • ern re )elhon. It 1s rebellion agamst the Church, w ic 
h:d proffered the type of a society of love and brotherhood, but 
Thd not been able to actualize it-it is the Sto:, of offense. 
th ere remains that thirst after true community which let loose 

c revolutio d • • · • I 'd 1 It • ns an mamtams the worship of the nat10na 1 ° · 
is rebell' • ' · hb ,vb· h • ion agamst the Love of God and of ones ne1g or, 
ic Was th d 

wh· h ' e commandment that replaced all the Law, an 
le one I 

v1·v Wou d like to follow but cannot· yet the need sur-es to • ' 
of give oneself without reserve to love with all the fullness 

one's b • ' 
tnak emg, to the point of desperate sacrifice. Then I shall 

e of lseult h • · b lute 1 t e absolute of desire and she will be that a so-so on , 
r g as an obstacle, real or not, shall come between her 
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and me, even when embraced, and hold back the Absolute from 
being wrecked by breaking into time. 

In face of the impossible challenge, man says: This is too 
much for me, but I could not go on living and feeling my life 
without that intimate summons. He then thinks: It is God Who 
must be too weak to compel me to obey and to love. Rebels never 
rise against force at its zenith. But from a power which is thought 
to have grown weak, every demand is resented as though it 
were an "abuse." Thus it is that every one of our rebellions 
imitates, even unawares, the vexation of love which turns against 
the Father those children whom He has not constrained to virtue. 
The God of Christianity has left man free to sin or to believe in 
forgiveness. Man thereupon rebels against this radical and heady 
liberty, in the name of a freedom which he dreams of as being 
to his measure; and this incarnated dream becomes a tyranny. 

Passion, Revolution, Nation-some people have thought that 
the hold which these have on our minds indicates the extent of 
what is quite wrongly called the "dechristianization of the West." 
It is now plain that this is not so. The West qua historical whole 
was never converted, and indeed never could be, from the mere 
fact that it is not a person. But the original ferment of Chris­
tianity, its demand that the absolute should be realized in this 
restricted life, within the limits of a time that is ever slipping 
from us, within this imperious and weak flesh h d . . , as never cease 
workmg m the human spirit over twenty centuries. Our "errors" 
are part of the Quest, in the sense that the • f · . . y arise rom its eager-
ness and propagate this mto new regions of th · · h e spmt, even w en 
the errors overlook both the true purpo d h • . . . se an w at 1s at stake. 
Thus 1t 1s that heresies spurt out of the t f . h 

. . . rue a1t and move away 
from 1t, but dISsemmate in millions of • d . 

. mm s which have not 
been touched by orthodoxy certain me t l f . 

f • . n a orrns, certain modes 
o expression, certam types of spiritual experience wh' h f 'th 
alone could have created and h' . IC ai 

w ich will thenceforth await faith 
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with the whole strength of an unconscious nostalgia. And that is 
why our Western psyche, having suffered over centrnies the ever 
more penetrating stabs of individual and collective passion, might 
well turn out on close analysis to be more and better "Chris­
tianized" in its whole fabric than it was before the twelfth cen­
tury. Whence we cannot infer by resort to the absurd that the 
modern unbeliever is more "Christian" than could have been a 
naive parishioner of the Middle Ages, but only that the formal 
dialectic of the person is more· deeply active than was recently 
supposed in the spirit of our contemporaries, even the nonbeliev­
ing, and goes on reaching out to new regions of our secular 
existence. 



V. 

The Experience of Historical Time 

THE WEST DISCOVERS TIME 

FROM Mosaic Genesis to the beginning of last century, we in 
the West hardly disagreed over the date of the birth of mankind. 
A Cambridge professor in the seventeenth century thought he 
could put his finger on the precise moment. Man, he averred, 
had been created in 4004 B.c., on October 23 at 9 A.M. At 
Oxford the faculty preferred March 23, but the same hour and 
the same year. Buffon writes a little later: "Since the end of 
God's works-that is to say, since the creation of Man-only 
six to eight thousand years have elapsed." Cuvier shared his 
view, which Schelling assented to fully in the middle of the nine­
teenth century; it is a view which was taught in Sunday school 
to generations whose last representatives were to be met with in 
our own childhood. Nevertheless, by about 1950, it had become 
impossible for anybody to doubt that man has existed for nearly 
100,000 years. According to the very latest tidings-and who 
can improve on them?-it is at least 600,000 that ought to be 
conceded. 

The sudden extension of the age of mankind a hundred times 
may seem a considerable revolution. But it is no more than a 
detail without interest for anybody who consi"de th d" · 

rs e 1mens1ons of time described in the old Eastern cosmolog· I I d" h 
1es. n n ia, t e 

84 
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unit of time-the Kalpa, or day in the life of Brahma-is 
4,320,000,000 solar years. The life of Brahma lasts 108 "years," 
each day and each night of which is equivalent to a Kalpa. 
When Brahma dies the universe is to return into the Great Chaos 
for an equivalent period, and then another Brahma will start a 
new era, and so on ad infinitum. The smallest unit of measure 
of cyclical time is the yuga, or "age." A complete cycle is the 
Mahayuga, composed of four shorter ages of unequal duration. 
We today are living in the last of the four, Kaliyuga, which is a 
mere 1,200 "years" of 360 solar years each. Kaliyuga began at 
exactly midnight on February 18, 3102 B.c., and is expected 
accordingly to end 426,943 solar years from the present year, 
1955 A.D., by the destruction of the world. This will be followed 
by a reconstruction, which will be the task of Kalki, the latest 
avatar of Vishnu. 

Opposite such prodigiously different orders of magnitude at­
tributed by the great religions of East and West to cosmic time 
an<l to historic time let me set this double fact: a sense of 
hist0ry is characteris;ic of the West, and may even turn into 
an obsession ( to judge by the present century), whereas it was 
~ornpletely wanting in Orientals till they came under Western 
infl uences.1 

Any reflection upon the W estcrn Quest should take this con­
trast into account, and seek to interpret it. And, in particular, a 
theory of H' • • • l • h • 
b istory which either neglected to dea wit 1t or 

etra)•ed th t • fi · d \ . a it was un tted to do so would appear ma equate. 
Vhy will grow more plain as this chapter proceeds. 

Sn.iuLTANEous BIRTH OF HISTORY AND OF THE PERSON 

Any particular fact is historical in the strict sense of the word 

h 1 The first hist • I • b • • f t e ninet h orica society in the East was founded at the egmnmg o 
Society o?Bt century by an Englishman Sir William Jones: the Asiatic 
that a scic en1al._ And it is only since the end of the nineteenth century 

nee O history has been practiced in India. 
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thanks only to being unique. If it could recur, return like the 
seasons, it would belong not to history but to myth. Likewise, an 
individual is made a person thanks only to the uniqueness which 
his vocation con£ ers upon him; otherwise, he must appear as a 
repetition, a speck of dust, alone in an absurd universe, a matter 
of pure statistics, or as a transitory cell of the enduring magical 
body. How many individuals should we thus say have been born 
and have died since men appeared on the planet? If a demogra­
pher of genius could convince us tomorrow that the answer was 
"on the order of three hundred thousand millions" we should be 
not so much astounded as embarrassed. And what would be the 
cause of our embarrassment? How fail to see that it would be 
closely bound up-in those who experienced it-with our sense 
of the person? 

Nearly all the cultures and civilizations which we have dug 
up out of the Earth's past, or which survive in our own century, 
have had a theory of time, and most of them abided by a cyclical 
time. They also put their trust in metempsychosis, in astrology, 
and in caste. All that holds together and is interconnected; it is 
all religion, in the original sense of the word 2-and leaves no 
room for history or ( for that matter) for the person. Alone the 
Jewish religion was an exception in the Ancient World. Its 
prophets thought that Y ahveh intervened with free actions in 
the terrestrial existence of the chosen people: that being so, this 
people was no longer dependent upon the stars or upon a cal-
culable lapse of time but upo 1 · • bl 

d "f . ' n a persona mtent10n inscruta e 
an yet mam ested m a se f ' 
nation of Christ f quence o revealing events. The Incar-

came to ulfill that • l 
of Israel. And indeed the Gos e ~mque vocation of the peop e 
kind of doctrine of h" t .. p 1 is absolutely oblivious to any 

IS ory. it preaches th R . h" h 
is going to be victory ov t· e csurrect10n, w 1c er ime even as it • . . 
over death. Nevertheless, only from h 18 gomg to be victory 

. . . t e moment that men who 
2 Rel1g10, from TeligaTe, to bind together. 
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had been moved by the evangelical message understood that the 
time of history is irreversible did they dare to treat it as valid. 
Paulinian homiletics, with their extraordinary insistence upon the 
absolute unicity of the redeeming Incarnation, and the "Once 
for all" that serves as leitmotiv to the Epistle to the Hebrews 
precisely-they together destroy the unanimous belief in the 
eternal returns of cyclical time. Thereupon, in a prolongation of 
the dramatic time of the prophets, the time of salvation opens: 
a time of active waiting, of patient hope, and of faith in the one 
return of Christ in glory. And in this new time, the part of each 
person grows unique and decisive, as was under the Ancient 
Alliance the collective part played by Israel. The dialogue of 
Person to person between the God who summons and the spirit 
that gives answer liberates the latter from the uniform decrees of 
morality and of sacred tradition, as also from the caprice of in­
sensate chance, as finally from the wheel of karma and the swoon 
of metempsychosis, which reduced all life in time and in the flesh 
~o t~e anonymous insignificance of an ephemeral passage through 
illusion. 

b :hus history, as the new consciousness of the time of human 
emgs, issued from the same break in the great cosmic rhythms 

and astrological fatalities, and from the same victory over the 
stars and over death, that liberated and set up the person. It is 
nhot b~ ~hance that the first author of a philosophy of history­
t e Czvzta D • s ez-was also the first to write a biography of the 
person-the Confessions. 

FROM MYTH TO HISTORY 

But it re • 
fron-. " . _mains to see more clearly how man, once delivered 

.. , rehg1on ,, b f . 
der both . s Y a1th, had the exceptional courage to shoul-

time and history 
If every tr d' • •. . . 

and f a itional religion developed myths of cyclical time 
0 the eternal • • return, it zs because man went in fear of time. 
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For time is bound up with death as it is with the loss of par~­
dise-Eden, Golden Age, childhood, all of them either experi­
enced or imagined. And it is bound up too with the ever insistent 
danger of unpredictable and arbitrary catastrophe, of private 
and public disasters and of their injustice-an injustice the more 
scandalous because it appears to be "without precedent," tru!y 
novel, and thus devoid of meaning. Against misfortune and its 
absurdity, man has no remedy except to attribute a meaning to 
whatever he suffers without having "deserved" it. To the of­
fense of suffering and death, he will not retort with a vain re­
bellion-pure folly in the eyes of Greek or Oriental-but by the 
tremendous dream of religions, which transforms the insensate 
reality into a poem of deaths and resurrections dominated by the 
rhythms and archetypes that harmonize with those of the spirit. 
Thus it is that the universal dream of cyclical time, and of the 
everlasting return of every situation, devalues the experienced 
time of suffering and pain. 

It is not suffering that is made vain, provided it assumes an 
e~emplary meaning in myth; it is time itself that loses its reality, 
smce it brings no more absolute novelty, and hence no more of­
fe~se. (~he man of today who thinks he no longer believes any­
th10g _still mimics that movement of mythic wisdom when he 
says, m orde~ to cheer himself up, that "history repeats itself," 
or, more familiarly, "Plus ~a change plus c'est la meme chose.'') 

When into this world f • ' . . . d the 
. 0 ancient religions there irrupte 

message of the Incarnation, it was bound to figure the absolute 
~ffehnse, complete novelty, the truly unthinkable And it is indeed 
m t ose terms that St p 1 • d 
H. lf p • au presents it. Let God have manifeste 

1mse as a erson. by an . 
d t• . " ' act without precedent· in His own goo ime, once for all"_ . , 

take the whole myth' al d'fiand forthwith collapse must over-
1c e i ce which h h" d the human spirit against th t' . as 1therto protecte 

e ime of h1sto Wh d • real fact, not some avata d , ry. at has occurre -1s a 
ran not th • e epiphany of an archetype, 



THE EXPERIENCE OF HISTORICAL TIME 89 

The break in the cosmic cycle delivers man over to the unfore­
seeable-that is to say, to the Grace of God, but also to free­
dom: he becomes responsible for his time on earth. 

That would be intolerable if Revelation did not simultaneously 
bring with it the certainty that time was vanquished on Easter 
morning, that man is in bondage to it only through the flesh 
(being in the world but not of the world) and that an end to 
history is promised, although none knows "either the day or the 
hour." Only therefore thanks to the realized negation of time is 
is possible to shoulder time in its reality. Without the Resurrec­
tion, man would have no evidence of an existence which escapes 
both time and death. "And if Christ be not raised, your faith is 
vain; ye are yet in your sins." 

But the evidence is valid only for perfect faith; and recourse 
to the Transcendent-and no lono-er to lvl)'th-ao-ainst the die-

. b b 

tatorship of time, is effective only for whosoever believes that-as 
Kierkegaard writes-"God can do anything at any moment." 

Now f • h • ait is never per£ ect and in every convert "the old 
Adam" • ' 

persists. His natural movement was accordind)' bound to b b 

t . e to seek and to invent other defenses against time. First he 
/hied _to m~•thologize Christ by denying His perfect humanity: 

at intenti • 
D . on is common to every gnostic l\'1anichaean and 

ocetist heresy L . . , , 
cosrn. • ater on, m the Middle Ages, the theory of 
aga· ic cycles and rhythms in history was taken up ao-ain-

inst the s • • f b 

schol pint O the Fathers-by the greatest Western 
ars, Albertus M Th 

Bacon d agnus, omas Aquinas, Dante, Roger 
' an all astral 

Kepler t . agers, even though they, with the advent of 
, urned mto ast 0 

the line ronomers. nly one thinker still advanced 
h. ar conception of t. d f . 

istory; he w . ime an o the continuous progress of 
condern.ned as Joach1m of Floris, and his writings were either 
e or distorted I th d" 
Ven as tad • n e me 1eval popular consciousness, 

se b ay among the . 
ea le and peasant masses, the idea of an unfore-

progressive d 1 • 
eve opment 1s generally discarded m 



go MAN'S WESTERN QUEST 

favor of archetypal and mythical representations of the course of 
human affairs, felt to be akin to that of the seasons, of vegeta­
tion, and of the stars. And it is perhaps as well to connect that 
same natural tendency with the growing propensity in the Middle 
Ages to substitute tradition, mystical allegory, and legend for the 
facts which only Scripture,3 very little read at that time, showed 
to be historical. All this strengthens my view that the Mid~le 
Ages, far from standing for some vague "golden age of Chris­
tianity" -as the Romantics were the first to allege and has been 
repeated ad nauseam ever since-were much rather, generally 
speaking, a long defensive reaction against the revolutionary fer­
ment introduced into the world by the Gospel. ( I said above that 
the Middle Ages were the "Eastern" period of Europe.) 

As the first to whom the Christian message came, mankind in 
the West were compelled to find a means of accepting it grad­
ually and of adapting their preconceptions to it. For the early 
Christians, the idea of time emptied of rhythms and myths was 
made bearable by belief in the imminent End: "And again, a 
little while," and Christ will return. But Rome collapsed, the 
Church became established, and the barbarians were converted. 
Means had to be found to render this unforeseen continuation 
intelligible now that it was undeniable. St. Augustine resolved 
t~e paradox by means of a barely veiled dualism: there is the 
history of God and the history of men and if the former inter­
venes in the la~ter with free actions, ~o law of development is 
ther~by dete~m1~ed. The Middle Ages were to go much further, 
not m the direction of hazards, but in that of norms. They were 
enabled to restore rhythm to the f • h ks t a passage o time t an o 

3 The novelty-the fact without arch I 
Middle Ages. When this terror ap ea etypal precedent-is the terror of al 
in order to save their skins or in ~rd~' ~hen people are driven to inno".ate 
appeal to custom, and it is pretended r th~t 0,~e~co~e, t~ere _is an immed,1,atAe 
charter, a custom, a usage needed on! t tr ... dition 1s bemg renewed. 
in the Middle Ages and it would be i~v k bd .twenty-five or thirty years old 

0 e in the name of "tradition." 
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vision of history reduced and restricted. The appearance of 
Christ no longer meant the beginning of the time of the ~nd, 
but "the middle of the times"-an archetypal symbol. The times 
had been contracted to a few millenaries with a chronology 
destined to remain symbolical till the eve of the Renaissance. 
Thereafter chronology grew more exact but within the same un­
disputed framework (hence the excesses mentioned above). It 
was not really upset till the end of the nineteenth century. 

Let us note at this point that the dizzy chronology of the 
Hindus did not apply to anything but cosmic cycles: the events 
of history were so thoroughly submerged that nobody bothered 
to date them. A completely opposite movement occurred in the 
~odern West; there, contrary to what happened in the medieval 
mterval, births, marriages, and deaths and human actions have 
been more and more accurately recorded, while the End and the B • . . 

egmnmg of time both receded steadil)' into the va(Tueness of I fi • b 
n mty. Now the Creed was carefully made to specify the date 

o_f the one and only Passion-"under Pontius Pilate"; but it is 
sihlcnt about the date of the Last Judrrment "for )'e know neither 
t e d o , 
th ay nor the hour." And that is why the historical vision in 

e cou f • ' tn f rse O Its advance, far from secularizing Christianity as 
any eared it ld • . . tio . wou , agreed with 1t more and more m propor-
n as It drew away from myth. 
It remains h l 

sions of h. nevert e ess that a sudden expansion of the dimen-
bound 1story, such as has occurred in the twentieth century is 

to provok f • ' 
really c . e a pro ound disturbance of the intimate and 
W ongemtal relation b t h. 

e are confro . e ween istory and the human person. 
nted with a problem that is still fresh . 

.AU To BE OR NoT TO BE IN HISTORY 

o of a sudden-with. f 
Ut that mank· d m a space o about 40 years-it turns 

Probably 60Q ~~O ~s not had a past of 6,000 years, but one of 
' • nd the Earth, with its age of three or four 
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thousand million years, has very nearly endured through one 
whole "day of Brahma" in the present cosmos. I say "present 
cosmos," because many scientists now speak of a movement of 
diastole and systole in the universe which may be recurring ad 
infinitum, and that would place us who are alive now in an ex­
pansive phase. Hindu cosmology thereupon seems less remote 
from the truth than that of the "Christian" Middle Ages. The 
consequences of this work de facto-but not, I believe, de jure­
against the Western idea of man. 

The apparent importance of the human aggregate, of civiliza­
tions, of periods and of ages, increases on this time scale be~ause, 
then, they alone remain visible and intelligible. The individual, 
on the other hand, vanishes and is canceled. It is for the same 
reason that "the laws of history," necessarily to be deduced fr~rn 
extended wholes, must neglect the action of the person and in­
cline us to doubt its reality. The "historical real," in this con­
fi · • as guration, recedes as far away from a concrete human bein~ 
!;ahma from a pari~h without a way. And history, in the mind~ 

. our co_ntemporancs, takes the place of Providence, althoug 
without either providential justice or goodness. 

BosSuet, in his Abrege de l'Histoire de France already speaks 
of _a_ "hist0ry" that shall be "master of huro'an life and of 
politics " H f the b ·, e was concerned to train the Dauphin, his pupil, or 

.d oy 8 future task of kingship. A history thus intended to pro-
vi e examples d l • I "l ,, an essons has merely a tutor's authority. ts 

aws ~re but tho f • Id 
f d. se O morality, and its reality that of a wor 

o iscourse. But histo d • be disti · h d ry to ay 1S no longer a story and has to 
ngms e absolut 1 f • ' concerned with the e Y ro~ its narrative. History is no lon~er 

might as well _past, or with the "lessons" of the past, which 
remam unknown It • . • •ff t. 

the immediate b . • is somethmg qmte dI eren • 
ecommg Ith ourselves dwellin . . • as a greater truth than we possess 

' g m It as we e h d £ • of time. It has beco th ft ac O or an msignificant atom 
me e ow of e z ·t • • • r a i Y, m which what IS most 
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real is the flow itself. And as this pure motion "has to be" devoid 
of both knowable origin and knowable end, its direction cannot 
be_ discovered and must simply be followed, and we can only 
think of it by abandoning ourselves to it. 'Whatever fits into the 
flow of history thereby receives the attribute of existence. What­
ev~r resists that flow is "mystification" in the eyes of theorists and 
Writers, "sabotage" in the eyes of the powers. Confronted with a 
political or social doctrine or with the conduct of a country's 
~~airs or with a man's option, we can no longer think of asking 
~f _it is "true." Either it is "according to the flow of history," or 
it is no good at all. 

• Am I in history? Are you in history? Arc they in history? That 
IS how a considerable portion of the Western intelligentsia of the 
t:ventieth century conjugate. 4 As clearly one cannot "be" in the 
history written by historians, some other kind of history must be 
?1eant-not of memory but of immediate attitude, anq not of an 
Intellectual discipline but, plainly, of a notion of existence. 

Is this history made absolute-this history which is not ac­
quaintance with the actions of the past, but the irresistible flux 

-~ A highly typical quarrel in that respect involved two weIJ-kn'?w7 _Frenc~ 
Wri_tcrs a few years ago. One accused the other of "not bcrng rn US!ory, 
Whllc the other tried· to sho\v that he indisputably was, except fo~. so~e 
reservations. And there was much talk of Hegel and Marx, of human -~gllli~ 
and of human effectiveness. Meanwhile, Jean Monnet was creatl .J in 
\uxembourg the High Authority of the Schuman Plan, and Eur~pe d :hat 
t e throes of an effort to unite. But our two writers, fi_rmly convrnce h 
one had "to be in history " allowed history in the makmg t? go paSt t em, 
~n~ ~id not as much as ;efcr to the one real opti?n in. which ~h; aYd ::: 
• C;1<ist1ng'' politically-a United Europe or a Soviet_ trzumph.anw~ile the 
10111 the Communists or not~ That was the real issue. Me ' 
So • • • h d"d t ish to see Europe Viets, as regards Europe had a pohcy-t ey I no w h a ·d 
united-and a policy as regards Asia of which Lenin is alleged to ave 5 1 

that it is the shortest way to Europe. • . ; . . hat kind of dis-
The abstract but peremptory morahsm which m~~zres j S . t Just who 

~ussion in France often lays claim to be in the tradition ~. T~~n i~sta~ce of 
Is _then complacently called the "archang~I of th!! ~erro~. I call attention 
Samt-Just tragically illustrates the otherwise ~omic situaton Jd had been 
to. "Saint-Just said amidst unanimous appla~se tat :v:r w;~d Clive had 
empty since the Romans. Washington was alivbe, odw B b' r "-Emmanuel 
overthrown in India the empire of Aureng-Ze e an a e · 
Berl, Histoire de !'Europe. 
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that bears along both those who surrender to it and those who 
resist-to be distinguished from time itself? Is it not simply a 
way of conceiving time which cuts it off from all transcendence, 
and also shuts us in and forbids any breaking out? "In the world 
as though not of the world," St. Paul was wont to say. But this 
history made absolute requires that the whole of man should be 
solely of the world; it cuts him off from spirit. In doing so it 
denies the person; for the person is grounded in what is the judge 
of time, and destroys and renews time. And if we dream of a 
world cut off from the transcendent, we evacuate with the same 
desperate motfon any justification for personal action. 

It is not in the least surprising that man, once he has accepted 
this history, should discover that he is powerless before it and 
inside it. No awareness is more widespread in the intelligentsia 
as in the modern masses than this anxious feeling, and it is upon 
it that the totalitarian dictatorships base their power. The right 
of opposition was apt to be supported by the mere conviction 
that a man's vocation might be nearer the truth than is the 
rule-whence the martyrs of the early days of Christianity. If, 
on the contrary, "meaning" belongs to history, and history to the 
Caesar of the moment, that Caesar's political police alone con­
trol the meaning of our lives. No scruple of conscience and no 
spasms of. optimism will dispose of that consequence, which, 
though painful, is normal. 

THE MODERN REJECTION OF TIME 

As a diagnosis this . . • d d 
f ' summary description of a new att1tu e an 

o a new state of cons • f he west · th . ciousness-both profoundly typical o t 
But h m 'te tw~ntieth century-seems to me incontrovertible, 

ow s1 uate it within th h 1 
monitory sign of d' e w O e Western Quest? Is it the pre-

a 1smal end O l . • • s? 
I have suggested b r mere Y a sign of growing pain • 

a ave that belief • b 1 h' as a substitute product fo p . m an a so ute 1story-
r rov1dence-normally tends to eliminate 
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any belief in personal action. The person is the agent of freedom. 
This kind of history delivers us over to fatalism. How did history 
and person become mutually exclusive, since they arose together 
from one single liberating act? 

But, first of all, are we sure that the modern faith in history 
as Omnipotent, Becoming is a normal development and an in­
evitable concomitant of the Christian attitude to time? Is it 
simply that our age is more "historically minded" than all 
earlier ages? Yes, if we mean by the expression a taste for getting 
to know about the past; for that is more widespread than ever 
among the general public: Toynbee is a best seller, reviews and 
newspapers refer to Sumer, to the paleolithic age, to the Mayas, 
and to the Vix vase; memoirs are the rage, biographies are fought 
for, and many men and women do not wait till they are fifty 
before putting themselves in the past tense in a book. But the 
ans_wer is No, if we mean by history that in the "directi~n" of 
which we have necessarily "to be" under pain of not bemg at 
all. Acceptance of that kind of history marks a retreat from the 
hazards of time. 

The consciousness of history has followed upon acceptance of 
a f • al • g to be imc radically unforeseeable. And its end one was gom . 
certain and to be good Even so it was necessary to believe m the 
Apocalypse. Till that happens there is no support but fai th• To 
th· ' • back to is temporal hazard, the Middle Ages resisted by gomg . f 
cv r 1 . . • pon the size 0 1 c ica conceptions and by a sharp hm1tation u . . 
P . d f gelat1on of time 

ast and future: the effect of the km O con . h 
wh· h f [l becoming Butt e 1c this entailed was the elimination ° a . . • d re-
R · • d" red mfimty an ena1ssance and subsequent centuries iscove h ·nto • 1 • and t en 1 
Introduced it into imagination and specu ation, 1. ·r either 
n h I ossible to 1m1 

lat ematical calculation. It is no anger P I d·lated in the 
space or time, and after these have been sudden y • 1ds can con-
t · h. that our mm 
Wentieth century far beyond anyt mg f er landmarks 

. your orm 
ceive, the idea of evolution sweeps awa 
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and bears us away without hope at random. As the hazards sud­
denly gape open, throwing everything into jeopardy, a ~an 
without faith is bound to yield to dizziness. His ultimate resiSt-
ance to the anxiety of time is then displayed according to the 
way in which he decides to identify with becoming both being 
and truth itself. For a man of the West, it is a masochistic solu­
tion. An individual finds the challenge too heavy a burden. In a 
cosmos which is measured in hundreds of millions of light-years, 
in this duration that moves toward infinity, and in a society 
where technics, economic "laws," the power of the state, the 
movements of the masses, etc., elude his grasp and close round 

him, "he can make neither head nor tail of it," and throws up 
the sponge. Let history decide for me; anyhow I can do nothi~g. 
Let the dictator or the party decree what direction my hf e 
should properly take; anyhow I shall not be able to make out 
what it is. I am no longer responsible; Evolution is, and I have 
no alternative but to declare myself its agent. 

This complete surrender to Maya with no further expectation 
of deliverance into Nirvana, this getting bogged in the form of 
the world without hope of individual salvation,5 betrays, I feel, 
a kind of love disappointment as much as a real lapse from 
awareness of one's person and one's freedom. It is not that people 
no long~r like being their very selves freely, nor indeed that the 
person 15 repudiat:d, but that they no longer believe, they no 
longer dare to believe, that the person can respond-that is, be 
responsible. 

Behind this masochis th • · b' t . . . m, ere 1s, as usual, sadism. From a 1ec 
self-hum1hat1on, wild pride deri·ves l'b' Th pable . . an a 1 1. e unesca 
evolution 1s really what it is wanted t f h ld Th C . o orce upon t e war • 

e ommumsts assert that they are the instruments of the in-
5 It is then positively necessary th 

place of ~alvation and that it should at tefporal success should take th1 
success or collective success for th £ass or the supreme aim. Indivi<lua 
cheating. ' a matter; but the former smacks of 
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evitable direction of history, claiming that this renders legitimate 
the deaths of millions of kulaks who happened to be in the way. 
But the "laws" revealed by Karl l\farx provide for nothing of 
the kind; they merely enable a dictator to get his utopia ac­
credited. If the blood of its own martyrs was the seed of the 
Church, the edifice of the Soviet Factory is cemented with the 
blood of "pagans," the blood of others, and that blood is invoked 
as demented proof of the reality of the utopias in the name of 
which it has been shed. But whence comes the frenzy to antici­
p~te the future to the extent of mortgaging it on millions of 
cnmes? It comes from our anxiety about time. To anticipate the 
future is to try to convince oneself that time is not going to pro­
duce the negation of what I am or what I expect, or of my 
b I' f ' • h' h e ie and unbelief or even of those reasons for despair to w ic 
I cling against th'e world and against God-the negation ~f 
myself and of the meaning of my life. To anticipate the fut~re IS 

the final rejection of the time venture; it is flight into utopia._ 
Utopias are pessimistic in the democracies: Orwell predicts 

the early setting up of a censorship of thinking by the govern­
ment. Utopias are optimistic in totalitarian countries: they ~re 
the s h t l't rian countnes ame as the democratic ones, but t e to a 1 a . hed 
are delighted with them. And both, whether dreaded or wis 
for . • d • • of a future as-' are not only similar in their deta1le viswn 
su d • and the same me to be inevitable but similar also m one . . 
rel' • ' • f his mnovatmg 

inqu1shment of the person, who despairs O l'b tor 
P endent I era • owers and of every kind of recourse to a transc bl no 

T • f th spirit insepara e, 0 engender utopia is a mot10n ° e . . ' . . f "th need 
doubt f . . . • • • d b Chnst1amty • ai , ram the h1stonc1ty m1t1ate Y ed insur-
o I h f t' e have appear n Y ave faltered or the challenge O im . d . a refusal 
m f determme time, 0 untable. Utopia is retreat rom u_n fi Christians were 
to h • • • • h1ch the rst · meet t at gapmg s1tuat10n m w . . . and that 1s 
PI d . • b" t that s1tuat1on, . d ace , and yet utopia 1s su Ject O - a utopia an 

h E t To conceive w Y there are no utopias in the as • 
G 
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to act in accordance with it in actual life, to massacre in order 
to hasten its beneficent advent, are to project our anxiety ahead 
of us in an attempt to paralyze the unforeseeable. Very often his­
torical inquiry projects our wishes backward, but "the lessons of 
the past" have seldom justified other offenses than those of 
routine. History as Becoming is an incantation against time and 
exacts bloody sacrifices on a far greater scale than was ever 
imagined by the feathered priests of the great god Huizilipochtli. 

DILEMMA 

The breakdown of our sense of time confronts us with a 
dilemma. If the West succumbs to deified Becoming, will it 
thereby grow incapable of making history? Or else, overcoming 
the cosmic and temporal intoxication produced by the very sud­
denness of its scientific advance, will it extract from the experi­
ence a new freedom? I should be succumbing to the temptation 
which I have described above if I tried to anticipate on our 
morrows, and these will not be shaped by our hypotheses how­
ever accurate, but by our fundamental choices. For it is not a 
question of knowing "what's going to happen," but of knowing 
forthwith what we are ready to allow to occur or to cause to 
occur; it is not a matter of guessing the probable direction of a 
fatalistic becoming, in order "to adjust" ourselves to its "laws," 
but, on the contrary, of facing time in the name of a meaning 
which can only originate in the person. In short, it is not a matter 
of guessing history, but of making it. Alone our present options 
set up a meaning, ensure ahead that the surprises of the time to 
come shall be significant. And those options will not operate with 
the violence of adopted positions abstractly calculated 6 but 

6 Proc1;1stean beds of utopias which are invariably indigent, or of those 
plans which foresee everything except the essentially human, because they 
have been t~oug~t out not as directives, but as reassuring frameworks, the 
mo:e r~assu:mg_ m that they are rigid, and it is from that precisely that 
their ev1l-domg issues. 
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thanks to the kind of fascination which is exercised upon the 
still intact future, filled with a rich variety of attainable unfore­
seeablcs, by the actualizing expectation of a firm vocation. 

In a book by Mircea Eliade to which the foregoing pages are 
much indebted, 7 the central option of the Western spirit is 
described in such clear terms, as I feel, that I should like to 
quote them as a summary and conclusion of this chapter: 8 

The horizon of archetypes and repetition cannot be transcended 
with impunity unless we accept a philosophy of freedom that does 
not exclude God .... Christianity is the "religion" of modem man 
and historical man, of the man who simultaneously discovered per­
sonal freedom and continuous time (in place of cyclical time). It 
is even interesting to note that the existence of God forced itself 
far more urgently upon modern man, for whom history exists as 
such, as history and not as repetition, than upon the man of the 
archaic and traditional cultures, who, to defend himself from the 
terror of history, had at his disposition all the myths, rites, and 
customs .... 

Since the "invention" of faith, in the Judaeo-Christian sense of 
the word ( = for God all is possible), the man who has left the 
horizon of archetypes and repetition can no longer defend himself 
against the terror except through the idea of God. In fact, it is only 
by presupposing the existence of God that he conquers, on the one 
hand, freedom ( which grants his autonomy in a universe governed 
by laws, or, in other words, the "inauguration" of a mode of being 
that is new and unique in the universe), and, on the other hand, 
the certainty that historical tragedies have a transhistorical mean­
ing, even if that meaning is not always visible for humanity in its 
present condition. Any other situation of modern man leads, in the 
end, to despair. 

7 The Myth of the Eternal Return (London, 1955). 
s Op. cit., pp. 160-61. 



VI. 

The Experience of Space 

A CosMos No LoNGER WITH A CENTER 

AMONG the oldest maps of the world drawn in Europe and 

still in existence that of Ebstorf ( end of the thirteenth century) 
and that of Richard of Haldingham ( about 1300) place it~ exact 
center in Jerusalem. The Mediterranean and its surroundmgs­
Europe on the left, Africa on the right--occupy a little more 
than the lower half of the map. Asia, reduced almost to the Near 
East, occupies the rest of the upper half. There are no oceans. 

In 1450, the "Catelan Mappemonde" of Modena put in the 
middle a Mediterranean encumbered with islands but of the 
correct shape and swelled the three continents to about half their 
true dimensions. 

A hundred years later, the Tramerzini Mappemonde showed 
the five continents and the oceans. At last, in 1597, the map 
figuring in the U niversale Descrizione di Tutto ii Mondo, by 
Giuseppe Rosaccio, gave the correct proportions and outlines of 
land and sea as we know them. 

Two considerable revolutions thus occurred in three centuries 
in the picture of the earth which we in the West had been led 
to form by our m?taphysics and our notion of reality, corrected 
by a few observations. The first revolution substituted Mediter­
ranean Europe for the symbol of Jerusalem as the center of the 

100 
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world; and the second suppressed all appearance of any center 
either religious or geographical. 

A little later the earliest astronomers were going to remove the 
earth itself from its central position, just after Magellan had 
circumnavigated it. It needed four hundred years for Europe to 
assimilate those discoveries. And nobody can say when China 
and India learned of them through us: those civilizations had 
other preoccupations without doubt, more essential perhaps, but 
certainly different. 

The whole of the earth being now discovered ( except for a 
very few regions, all carefully outlined), man feels confined and 
hastens to calculate the possible exploration of other planets, first 
cousins x light-years away. This in a cosmos where our galaxy 
occupies but an odd corner, as does each of the others; for the 
center is everywhere and nowhere in the unimaginable space 
defined by astrophysics. 

The discovery and relative acceptance of the linear ( and no 
longer cyclical) time of history is bound up in the West with 
the discovery and acceptance of space, and that by steep grada­
tions in a few minds, slowly and progressively in the collective 
spirit. The first discovery preceded the second by several cen­
turies, but it benefited in return, for the exploration of terrestrial 
space has recentlv disclosed to us civilizations of undreamed of 
antiquity, and th~ exploration of cosmic space has familiarized 
us with measurements of time of a novel kind. And finally, the 
notion of space-time has come along in the twentieth century to 
mingle the two movements in a single mode of apprehension of 
the universe by our minds. 

THE EARTH A EUROPEAN DISCOVERY 

It is easy to see that the systematic exploration of terreStrial 
and cosmic space was undertaken by Europeans, and by them 
alone, and that it had become, by the beginning of the sixteenth 
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century, one of the most striking aspects of the Western Quest. 
But it seems harder to explain that great fact, and to connect it 
convincingly with this or that original feature of the European 
psyche. Let me try to outline the problem. 

Why did it not occur to the Indians, the Africans, and the 
Aztecs to go and see what existed beyond their world? If I am 
told that they lacked the means, how is it that Europeans alone 
were able to obtain means? If it is observed, on the contrary, 
that peoples other than the European had possessed such means 
for a long time, why did they make only regional use of them? 
The Dravidians reached the Sea of Bengal and they conquered 
and went beyond Inda-China. The Hindus were in touch with 
Africa thanks to Arab seafarers, and with China thanks to Java­
nese seafarers. Enormous Chinese junks, equal to carrying 1,300 
sailors, soldiers, and passengers, ensured communication in the 
fourteenth century between Calicut and China; they even went 
as far as the Persian Gulf. But in the sixteenth century the Portu­
guese, who had not only come from a much greater distance but 
were going much farther also, seized on the way all this maritime 
traffic. The Arab fleet was far superior to the Iberian in the fif­
teenth century, but it was nevertheless the latter that achieved 
the first circumnavigation of the world. It would be idle to seek 
a common denominator for all non-European civilizations in an 
effort_ to explain their relative want of curiosity. It is quicker to 
examme the reasons for the unique avidity displayed by the West. 

The ":°aterial" reasons dear to the last century-reasons 
g~o~aphical, demographical, or technical-are the least con­
vmcmg. Some of them would be equally valid for Japan and 
others for Islam or Insulind. 

The reasons drawn fro th h 
h d. . m e c aracters of the different peoples 

w ose tra 1tions have nou • h d h • 
C · d f lh ns e t c West seem more attractive. 

unous an oo ardy the Gre k b h 
of the Argonauts d th O e s equeathed to us the myt 

an e dyssey. In their search for the golden 
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fleece and in the explorations of Ulysses, the motives of salvation 
and of the will to power, of mystical gold and commercial gold, 
of conquest and of knowledge, were already mingled as they 
were to be again later in the genesis of the drive westward. It is 
also possible that the Hebrews-Palestinians and Phoenicians­
transmitted to us their vagrant anxiety and something of that 
spirit of exodus of which it is hard to say if it proceeds more 
from their tribulations than from their faith. As for the Romans, 
from them we get without doubt that desire to extend our laws 
to the whole world and to occupy the places which we discover, 
far from conducting ourselves as passing guests who respect cus­
toms differing from their own. This colonizing passion has very 
likely sustained the "Greek" or "Judaic" passion of a quest for 
Quest's sake. 

The historical reasons, finally, are well known. The chief of 
them was the heavy barrier put up by Islam between Asia and 
ourselves, compelling us to turn our energies elsewhere, to South 
Africa first of all, and then suddenly in the direction of the un­
known West, in order to catch up at any price with the object 
of a nostalgia which was, for that matter, very vague, and was 
then called "the Indies." But the same challenge which Islam 
threw down did not drive the peoples of Asia to seek contact 
with Europe. . . . The historical reasons are therefore not enough. 
There remain the religious. 

There is first of all faith and its first model: Abraham "went 
out, not knowing whither he went," obedient to a vocation as 
obscure as it was imperious. But from this faith ensued a mis­
sionary vocation: "Go and preach the Gospel to all nations." 
Now Christians very quickly grasped that the phrase "all [the] 
nations" applied to something else and to more than the totus 
0_rbis terrarum formerly civilized by Hellenism. Christian ~is­
Slonaries reached the Malabar coast of India as early as the th1Td 
century. The travels of Thomas Apostle (in A.D. 52) and later of 
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Mar Thomas are perhaps a legend, but the Jacobite Church was 
a reality and has been perpetuated down to our own day. In 
the sixth century it was monks who brought back to Byzantium 
the first silkworms from the fabulous country of "Serinda," 
somewhere in the Far East. Early in the first half of the seventh 
century China, under the Tang dynasty, was evangelized by 
Nestorian pilgrims, churches and episcopal sees sprang up all 
over the place, remote forerunners of those whereby the papal 
envoy to the Grand Khan of Karakorum, the monk Joannes de 
Plano Carpino, sought to set up relations in 1245. As for pre­
Columbus America, there are stroqg presumptions in favor of 
the belief that northern and Irish Christians carried their faith, 
their symbols, and their rites to the native inhabitants of Canada, 
Michigan, Mexico, and Peru, and did so perhaps as long ago 
as the tenth century, if the old Icelandic chronicles are to be 
credited. How otherwise account for the welome given to the 
conquistadores? The Aztec emperor received Cortes as though he 
were the avatar of the god Quetzalcoatl; for this god, according 
to holy legend, had a white skin and a fair beard and he was 

' to come from the East, bearing good tidings, the symbol of which 
was to be a cross, and to predict "that white men like himself 
would come one day from the East by sea" and would then reign 
over Mexico.1 For quite analogous reasons, the Inca of Peru sub­
mitted to Pizarro, thinking that he was the god Viracocha, whose 
legend als_o was that he would come bearing a cross and baptize 
by aspers10n. • • • The first mission must h d th e ave occurre er 
too several centuries before the mili"tary d · I an commerc1a con-
quests that were undertaken by the kings f E ... Ch · t' ,, o urope 1n ns s name .... 

All these elements shed a varying light d 
f • f b . upon the backgroun 

o an irre uta le fact. It lS Europe alon th d" 
e at JScovered the rest 

1 Chronicle of John of Torquemada O f th 
' ne O e companions of Cortes. 
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of the earth, and no other people within historical times turned 
t "d" ' E o 1scover ' urope. 

Now how account for this unique fact on the basis of such 
various "causes"? An actual instance will enable us to observe 
the beginnings of the process whereby man's fundamental options 
turn into his concrete action in history. The instance is afforded 
by the absurd and magnificent fortunes of the paragon of "dis­
coverers" -Christopher Columbus. 

THE WESTERN DREAM 

The religious and civilizing factors which in combination built 
up the West-Greece, Judaism, Rome, and the Christian faith­
were now once again operating together in one man-in a 
Ulysses who had a Christian heart although he was of Jewish 
origin, a future empire builder. And his real name was Cristobal 
Col6n 2-his real name according to the records, not of Genoa 
where he was born, but of Castile, the country for which he was 
to become Viceroy of the Indies and Grand Admiral of the 
Ocean Sea; and also his real name according to his vocation. 
For, as his first biographer, Bartolome de las Casas, writes: 3 

b This ill~s~rious man . . . wished to call himself Colon . . . mo~ed 
Y that d1vme will which had elected him to work out that wluch 

his ~hristian name and surname implied. Divine Providence usually 
0rdams that persons It designates to serve be given names and sur­
nam • es m accordance with the task they are meant to perform. · · · 
lie was therefore named Cristobal, i.e. Christum fer ens, which 
means bringer or bearer of Christ and so he often signed his name; f • J 

or in truth he was the first to open the gates of this Ocean sea by 

9 
2 Col6n's Jewish origin assumed and then admitted by several writers, 

• ri:~s to 1:J-e strongly atte;ted by the admirable book of Salvador de Mada­
I gh" Christopher Columbus (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1940). 
e: t •1s the variations in the name--Colombo Colomo, Colom, Colon-are 
I ~T111ed and their connotations carefully set forth. It is from this book that 

8 0 my_ quotations. · 
p. Cit. 
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which he brought our Saviour, Jesus Christ, to these remote lands 
and realms, until then unknown. . . . His surname was Colon, 
which means repopulator, a name befitting one thanks to whose 
labour so many souls, through the preaching of the Gospel . . . , 
have gone and are going to repopulate the glorious city of Heaven. 
It also befits him inasmuch as he was the first to bring over people 
from Spain (albeit not as they should have been) to found colonies 
or new populations which, settling among the original inhabitants 

. . , should constitute a new . . . Christian and happy republic. 

Has it not by now been repeated far too of ten that the evange­
lization of the newly discovered nations was used by the West 
merely as a "pretext" for the conquest of the Americas? The life 
of the discoverer proves the contrary: even as in his name Cristo­
bal comes before Colon, so a passion for crusade and a passion 
for the Christian mission preceded, and were the causes of, the 
expedition which was to result in conquest. Wild and insensate 
dreams, built up out of errors and extravagant hypotheses, were 
all Colon could communicate to the princes of Europe, and the 
Catholic kings of Castile and Aragon were ultimately persuaded 
by his mystical ravings, not by the prospect of founding an 
overseas empire. 

Indeed, Colon's objective was not the conquest of an America 
he never supposed to exist, but to find a way to India and 
Cathay which_ on _the west side were, he imagined, fairly near; 
to convert their pnnce-whom he fancied to be the Grand Khan 
-and ~o bring back enough gold to pay for a second crusade, 
and so m th: end ~o free J ~rusalem. The religious motives were 
no_t the only mgred1ent of ~IS megalomaniacal scheme, nor every­
th~ng that swayed_ the mmds of Ferdinand and Isabella; but, 
bemg the only motives common to both sides th al d . . , ey were so, an 
therefore, the only dec1S1ve ones "For 1't w th d d th .. . • as eenan e 
begmnmg of the enterpflSe, that it should I d h d I . . ea to t e eve op-
ment and glory of the Christian religion ,, h • h" , as e wrote m 1S 
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diary on November 27, 1492, having reached the Bahamas and 
fancying he was close to China. 

All the springs of the Western Quest can be seen coiled taut in 
this exemplary life through the sixteen years of bitter humilia­
tions which separated the wreck off Lisbon from the setting sail 
of the tiny caravels early in the morning from Palos de Maguet. 
Every ambiguity of our deepest motives and of our human ends 
is reflected in it. 

There is indeed the faith of Abraham. Colon extolled that 
faith in a sublime passage of his letter to the Highnesses, dated 
from "the Indies, Island of Jamaica, 7 July 1503." Seeing that 
he Was in dire peril, alone on deck, in a worm-eaten ship threat­
ened by Red Indians, he called back his companions who had 
stayed on the island: 

I, very lonely outside, on so wild a coast, with high fever, in 
such a plight; all hope to escape was dead; ... with a frightened 
voice, weeping and in great haste, I called out to the war-masters 
of Your Highnesses, to all the four winds, for help; but they never 
answered me. Tired out, I went to sleep moaning: I heard a very 
compassionate voice which said: 

Oh fool, man slow to believe and to serve thy God, God of all! 
What more did He do for Moses or for David his servant? From 
th b" f Y irth, He always took great care of thee. lVhen He saw thee o 
an age that satisfied Him, marvellously did He make thy name 
r~sound in the Earth. The Indies, which are part of the world, so 
nch, He gave them to thee as thine· thou o-avest them to whomso-

' "' ever thou didst please and He gave thee power to do so. Of the 
shackles of the Ocean Sea which were bound with such strong h. ' 
c ams, He gave thee the keys; and thou wast obeyed in so many 
lands d d"d • Ch • • 1 an 1 st wm such honoured renown among nst1ans. 
What more did He do for the people of Israel when He led them 
out of Egypt? Nor for David whom from a shepherd He raised to 
be King of Judea? Turn th; face to Him and know thy error at 
last· ff • · d h" · • is mercy 1s boundless: thy age shall not hm er great t mgs • 
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He has mar.y very great mansions. Abraham was over a hundred 
when he begat Isaac, and Sarah, was she a girl? Thou callest out 
for uncertain help: answer, who has afflicted thee so much and so 
often, God or the world? The privileges and promises which God 
gives, He breaks them not, nor does He say, after He has received 
the service, that His intention was different and that it must be 
understood in another way, nor does He give martyrdom to anyone 
in order to lend some colour to sheer force: He sticks to the letter; 
all He promises, He fulfils and more: is this customary? I have said 
what thy Creator has done for thee and does for all. Now He will 
show some of the reward of this anxiety and danger which thou 
hast undergone serving others. I heard all half asleep, but I had no 
answer for such truthful words, save to weep for my errors. He 
ended speaking, whoever he was, saying: "Fear not. Be trustful. All 
these tribulations were written on marble and not without cause." 4 

So Colon was a man of faith. But was his faith pure? Without 
it he would not have been what he became; but did he also not 
respond to other, obscure calls? His personal ambition was almost 
insane, and nearly ruined the whole undertaking; he desired an 
unheard of fame which would atone for the humiliation of his 

/ fellow-Jews. 5 He thirsted after the Unknown, which he filled 
with absurd marvels, some of them perhaps hardly Catholic. A 
passionate connivance could be excited by the thought of gold 
even in the heart of a crusader. . . . 

It is good to set off not knowing where one is going, bad to 
think of ways which one declares divine; the irrepressible mas­
querade of the heart may lead a man to mistake for the voice of 
faith the injunctions of a nameless desire. Who can judge? Every 
human venture is also a mistake; Colon's was no less prodigious 
than the success which crowned it. 

4 S. de Madariaga, op. cit. 
5 The exo_dus of the Jews driven out of Spain occurred on August 2, and 

Col6n set sail from Palos the next day! 
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His cosmographic lore was a complex of errors-like the be­
ginning of every one of our sciences without exception. In his 
estimate of the distance which must separate Asia from Europe 
by sea, he missed out by merely one whole ocean-the Pacific. 
Finding Jamaica, he thought it was Cathay. He likewise was 
one quarter out over the length of a degree, and allowed only 
seventy-eight degrees between Lisbon and India. He drew his 
"evidence" from Pierre d'Ailly's Ymago Mundi, in which Jeru-

- salem, the scene of the Redemption, was still "in the middle of 
the earth"; from the apocryphal Book of Esdras, in which the 
sea is said to cover only one-seventh of the surface of the earth; 
and from a secret memoir by the Florentine, Toscanelli, in which 
he found his own wishful thinking already put into words. All 
this "evidence" was valid in his view only to the extent that it 
agreed with his dream and made fulfillment of the dream seem 
likely. The accumulation of errors of different kinds, which made 

/ him put India where America actually is, enabled him to dis­
cover a land where indeed he expected to find one! From dreams 
and faith-the two of ten indiscernible-through error on to 
truth, but a truth different from that which he expected-such 
was Colon's navigation, a living, equivocal, and grandiose parable 
of the whole of Western inquiry and exploration. 

The belated supporters of a particular view of history and of 
the superstition of "concrete facts," those who still sincerely 
imagine that the true motive of any action is always the lowest,6 
invariably equate the expedition to the Indies and an obsession 
with gold and conquest. But such motives are too universal • to 
serve to explain European Discovery. No doubt the Admiral of 

6 Suppose that interplanetary navigation, which is as yet in the dream 
stage for the present generation, were to be actually carried out in the 
twenty-first century, what distinct motives, "basely utilitarian," will our 
descendants saddle us with? It will all depend on what is ultimately found 
on the planets. Whatever it may be, it will be said that we set out in order 
to go after it. 
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/ the Ocean Sea was obsessed by gold. Nevertheless, gold ,..-as far 
from meaning to him what it is likely to mean to his detractors. 
Gold was first of all a symbol, as it was for medieval alchemy. 
"It is most excellent," Colon says, and "he who has it does all 
he wants in the world, and can even lift souls up to Paradise." 
Gold was furthermore a means of delivering Jerusalem. Finally, 
Colon supposed that by promising to bring back from the Indies 
heaps of precious metal he would obtain the support of the 
Spanish king and queen. There he was mistaken, for the backing 
he did receive was granted for quite different reasons. And as for 
the conquering spirit, it is true that Colon set sail soon after the 
completion of the Reconquista and seems to have prolonged that 
victorious thrust forward; and yet till Colon came along Cas­
tilian energy had been mostly directed to Africa. The forward 
pressure of faith in the delirium of a dream could alone have 
forced the gates of Ocean, and so have opened to us the New 
World. 

THE CENTER OF THE W oRLD Is IN MAN 

Colon never realized what he had discovered, and that it was 
/ a new world which would not even bear his name. All he experi­

enced was his own impulse in the direction of the unknown. But 
the lucky find matters little beside the impulse which is still there 
within us and which incessantly endows with novelty the world 
we are incessantly discovering. Are we really aware in our turn 
of the nature and significance of our discoveries? What is the 
meaning of the American myth in the indefinite inquiry and 
questing that transform us? 

The gross product of the Spanish expeditions was gold, and 
the gold was at once connected with slavery. And for people 
today who dislike America, "U.S.A." stands for "dollar" and 
portioned-out sliding-belt work. It is one aspect of the Quest; 



THE EXPERIENCE OF SPACE II I 

and here is the other, the other sequence of unforeseeable con­
sequences unloosed by the Discovery. 

An era had to begin in which man was first to seek the surface 
of the planet, then to fathom its depths, then the depths of infinite 
space and of that other infinite which is in the microcosm. Man 
had to discover man, the better to know himself. The cannibals had 

/ to create Caliban in the genius of Shakespeare; the ne,;-world had 
to bring forth the Novum Organum in the genius of Bacon; the 
naked Arcadians of Guanahani had to arouse Rousseau's imagina­
tion into chanting the beauties of natural man and to usher in the 
French Revolution, the rights of man, and the gospel of Karl Marx.' 

Astounding counterpoint of nature and of human or mechan­
ical coercion-of the discovery of Others and of the invention 
of a new man! All this admittedly remains ambiguous, like the 
very idea of Progress. If Caliban does not make a good slave, 
will he be an active party member when it comes to Stakhanovist 
production? Has liberty expanded in going from Rousseau to 
Marx? Had it actually diminished from the beginnings down to 
Rousseau? In opening up "India" Colon made known to us the 
past of savages and perhaps a Golden Age, but he also opened 
up the future of liberties and perhaps their utopia. And likewise 
America remains, for us, the symbol both of capitalism and of 
progress, as pictured in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries: 
the irresistible advance to science and to the myths of democracy. 

Thus the opening up of space has added to the ages of man, 
as the measurement of time by means of the stars made it pos­
sible to sail across the ocean. 8 The experience of space and that 
of time have converged. The astronomer guided the explorer of 
the globe, the new lands disclosed great panels of the buried his-

7 S. de Madariaga, op. cit. 
s The junta of mathematicians arranged at Sagres by Prince Henry the 

Navigator and the Ephemeridae of Nuremberg together played a decisive 
role in the preliminaries of the Portuguese expeditions. 
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tory of every race, and that brings us back in the end to the dis­
covery of man. These remote sequences attach ethnography and 
anthropology-sciences that took their rise in this century-to 

the very origins of the West. 
It can now be seen why Europe and America have become 

the world's museum. Their collections, their libraries, their micro­
films slowly piece together again, and illustrate and record, the 
memory of mankind. And the aggregate of digging which Europe 
and America now carry out in every part of the earth suggeSt5 
the persevering effort of an immense creature trying to recall the 
course of its existence. Yet nothing would be more misleading 
than to impute any kind of growing old to the West. To restore 
the neolithic age is not to "turn back to the J;>ast," but one more 
case of exploration. It is not escaping from the present, but mak­
ing the present once again a matter for evaluation, and the val­
iance thus displayed is juvenile. For it is the same mental impulse 
that drives us to dig in the deserts or in the jungle of Yucatan, 
to construct the Palomar telescope, and to catch a meson in 
process of behaving inside the nucleus of an atom. One and the 

/ same impulse to explo1::_<1:tive learning actualizes all these realities. 
Whether it applies to the pa~·t, to the cosmos, or to the atom, 
we feel it to be an identical form of progress. 

But if we were asked the goal of the Quest should we be able 
to reply anything better than: "India and Ca;hay"? 

Every man of little faith cheers himself up by means of a 
system, or el~e ~e draws up a plan. But to project ahead a cal­
culated utopia 1s to shut up the futur d •i· • ·t • tryincr . e an sten 1ze 1t; 1 1s ;;:, 

to forbid whatever possibilities are n t al d • h 1 hich . . o rea y m t e p an w 
we have m mmd, and so it is to c d h f b no on emn t e uture to e 
more than the past into which today ·11 f ll h" • He 

. " w1 a t 1s evemng. 
who thmks that the Indies and c th ,, l f . . . . a ay are the real goa 0 
his mqumes and explorations has h"is h . r c ances restncted to erro 
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and failure. As for the man of faith, we behold him going for­
ward like Abraham, who set out not knowing whither he would 
go. If such a man tells us of an India of cities paved with gold, 
let us realize that he wants to deliver Jerusalem, for him the 
center of the world, and the Ithaca of his Odyssey: the home of 
salvation, and outside time. 

H 



VII. 

The Exploration of Matter 

FROM NICEA TO THE ATOM BOMB 

THAT the fundamental options exercised by the Council ~f 
Nicea should also have settled the kind of science which Chris­
tianized Europe would produce seems indisputable; the contrary 
is what would be surprising. How could we account for the un­
mistakable fact that science is bound up with the West, if the 
starting point were made once more the old conflict between 
science and religion, in the guise it assumed as the predominant 
conflict of the nineteenth century? Would they have been ~p­
posed to one another anywhere else than in a civilization which 

/ had deliberately pushed up the value of matter and body-to­
gether the subject matter of science-at the same time as liberty, 
the subject of conflict? Is our civilization not held together by 
that which it would deny? The only serious question then is: 
How has science, which reacts upon our lives been due to the 
options of Nicea? Is the connection positive, di~lectical, or purely 

/ 
negative? 

The negati:'e aspects of the religion-science connection have 
been emphasized ad nauseam by two centuries of discussion, 
now all of it_ ou: of date and sterile. It is time to give the prob­
~~m fr~h vitality and recall its positive aspects. These are 

newer ( and even more upsetting) for minds still haunted by 
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the routine of the recent past, and also more helpful for a discus­
sion of the dialectical aspects. 

The doctrine of the Incarnation, e.xpounded in extreme detail 
by the Greek Fathers, and maintained at the highest point of 
paradox by a jealous scruple, gave rise to a type of thinking in / 
tension, or, better, by tensions, which, right down to our time, 
have been the mark and motive power of the inquiring Western 
mind, in contrast with the monism of an ultimate wisdom of the 
East. The same doctrine implicitly invests the phenomenal world 
of matter and flesh-that is to say, what was going to be the sub-
ject matter of our natural and physical sciences-with a dignity 
and a reality denied to them on principle in the East. Finally, 
we saw that faith put an end to the magic, myths, and natural • 
religion which served ancient human societies in lieu of science. 

These specific dispositions and attitudes of Christian thought 
could not fail to condition a particular approach to the real. 
Formed and formulated by the theology which begot our philos­
ophies, they have largely determined the nature of the problems 
which our sciences were to take up. 

a. Thinking by Tensions. The dogma of the Man-God was 
the crucial problem of speculation for the Fathers and their 
councils. It was also the supreme model of an unthinkable but 
true polarity, which requires, once it is accepted, a profound 
reform of our intellectual categories. 

If Jesus Christ is both "true God" and "true man" in one and 
the same Person, and if that Person in turn is both really distinct 
and really related to the heart of the Trinity, there ensues for the 
believing mind an oblio-ation to take terms actually opposite but 

~ . 
at the same time really valid and think them together. It 1s there-
fore no good seeking a solution by reducing one term to the other, 
or in an alternation of the diastole-systole type, which would 
dissociate the person. The tension between the two terms has 
unmistakably to be lived. 
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And that is how it is that, step by step, on every plane of our 
/ Western thinking, the "offense" of contradictory realities was 

• "t 
propagated or transposed. Once assented to at the summit, 1 

was difficult to exclude it in subordinate domains. But the trans­
position was not invariably legitimate: far from it. 

To the pair of opposites, "true God" and "true man," there 
corresponds in an immediate manner, term for term, transcend­
ence and immanence in the language of the philosophers, vo~a­
tion and individual in Christian anthropology, and, lastly, faz th 

and natural religion. But what about other pairs of opposites 
which have grown in number in the course of our history? Most of 
them involve merely human realities, realities of the same nature, 
which are not related either closely or remotely to the two orig­
inal terms. If it is true that the opposition between Church and 

Empire ( Guelphs and Ghibellines) also reflects that of the divin_e 
and human ( at the price of what equivocations and abuses 15 

well known), that will not hold for the pairs, left and right, fre~­
dom and authority, order and movement, revolution and stabil­
ity, individual and society, etc., in the political and social sphere. 
And yet these polarities reproduce the same type of necessary 
tension (the two terms are true, contradictory, and essential) 
that theology had elaborated with Revelation for its starting 
point. They have a common origin, the great historical model of 
which was held up as the object of faith by the Fathers of the 

/ Council of Nicea, but became in due course "a way of think­
ing,"_~ mental ar~hetype of the West. I do not say that the 
transitr~n from C~nst?logy to psychology was legitimate-neither 
theologians nor scientists should accept it as such-but I observe 
(first) that it occurred, and (secondly) that it is actually part 
and parcel of the definition of the West 

/ And this m~nner of thinking is displ~yed at the decisive stages 
of :Western science. No doubt it cannot be said that the theo­
logical model preceded the discovery of th • • f 1·ty e antmom1es o rea 1 • 
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The conflict which opposed Eleatics and Pythagoreans goes back 
to the fifth century B.c. But between Parmenides and Pythag­
oras-that is to say, between the one and the many--or 
between Democritus and Aristotle-atomism and the continuous 
or holism-no tension really "exists." It is simply a matter of 
antagonism between two isolated and hostile schools, mutually 
altogether exclusive. Only in Europe-and more and more as we 
draw near to the twentieth century-has the human mind dared 
to act in the way that assumes incompatibles. The passion of 

/ sy_:1~t~esis, which has been the mainspring of our inquiries and of 
all scientific effort, arose, and constantly arises again, out of that 
t~~on. If it is true that the secret of synthesis is "to compre­
hend" incompatibles, that can happen only in one mind. So long 
as the contradictory aspects are viewed separately by different 
minds, there are, in a culture as a whole, only oscillations and 
alternations without progress, sequestrated monisms, sterile skep- I 
ticism. It was what happened in antiquity. Or else it is assumed, 
as in the wisdoms of the East, that apparent contraries are iden­
tical: all is in all of course but science does not occur. Now 

' ' present-day physics is characterized by a recognition of incom-
patibles. The problem of wave and particle is the purest example 
of this.1 Admittedly, the phenomena here have one and the same 
nature, and their opposition is perhaps due merely to the methods 
of analysis adopted. But the form of the problem is typical; it 
calls up an analogy of which scientists, most probably, h~ve 
ceased to be aware, but that theologians cannot fail to notice. 

1 1 am concerned here only with real incompatibles. Some incompatibles 
r~garded as such today are perhaps only apparent: the fact that the com­
?Ined mass of the neutrons and protons making up the nucleus of an atom b .always less than the total mass of the nucleus ( the deficiency ~f I ma_ss 
keing represented it is thought by the energy expended by the partic cs 1!1 

ee • ' ' I d t the prov1-. Pin9 together). Other incompatibles are perhaps on Y ue 0 

sional inadequacy of our measuring rods· for instance, the fact that the age 
of the earth and of the sun (three to fo~r thousand million years) a~pers 
t? be higher than the age of the universe which the most careful ca cu ad• 
tlons ca • d • • ' I • t at two thousan •11 .• rne out with reference to distant ga ax1es, pu 
lll! ion Years at most. 
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Has not the light which consists both of "real waves" and of 
"real particles" already given rise to interminable discussions 
which suggest-and the suggestion will not be vain-an equiva­
lent of the most renowned heresies, dualist or monophysite, 
Arian or Docetist, an equivalent in which orthodoxy comes to be 
represented by Messrs. Einstein and de Broglie, men as persistent 
as Athanasius in wanting to achieve a "Catholic" synthesis? 

An analogous demonstration to the one I have just sketched 
by starting from Christology can be performed with the help of 
the doctrine of the Trinity. From Nicea to St. Augustine, and 

then on to Anselm of Canterbury, to Thomas Aquinas and 

Joachim of Floris, in order to reach finally Hegel, out of whom 
came Marx and his disciples, down to ourselves, the doctrine of 
the Trinity has incessantly propagated into domains ever mo~e 
and more "human" a kind of dialectic in three terms, which, in 
finally being detached from its primitive and original object, has 
come to be one form of our mind. 2 

b. The Enhanced Value of the Manifested World. Thanks 
t~ ~he essential paradox, the Christology of Nicea not only con­
dit~oned new forms of thought, but also predetermined, circu_m­
scnbed, and put a higher value upon the range of future inquiry. 

How deny the reality of matter and of our flesh when God 
Himself chose to manifest Himself in them? It is c~rtainly true 
that the final end of man is to know God but God Himself made 
Himself knowable in the flesh. And if i~ is also true that "it is 

2 See the decisive criticism of K 1 B • • • I ChaP• 
2 Vestigium Trinitatis f h' hr arth m his Dogmatik, Vol. , ffi e 
t~ mention here Scheliin r?mt ":" ic I s~all quote a few lines: "Let it su ct 
of Hegel's: the An-sich ~r8 thriad: ~U~Ject, Object, Subject-object, and thae 
objective mind (antithesis) !n~t~hect~t mind __ (th_esis), the Fiir-sich of ~hd 
(synthesis). It may be affi~ d . e n-und-fur-s,ch of the absolute min f 
idealist philosophy would ha~e with'!ut Jear that these extreme products£° r 
the background of Christian d;emai_ne unthinkable by the mind but 0 

vari:mts of Augustine's argumen~f~;IC~ {T ~h_ey ,represent in reality onl~ 
manly: The doctrine of the T. 't t e _nmty. Let me conclude sum 
of thinking the synthesis for wh!nh Y ctu!'mshes our minds with a meands 
demand in natural man. ic nstology awakens expectation an 
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the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing," there is 
still the fact that it is in this present life, in this altogether carnal 
existence,3 that a man has to be converted; it is "here below," 
with no possible evasion, that is the place of his obedience. 
Finally, it is true that "flesh and blood cannot inherit the king­
dom of God," and that these are now under the dominion of the 
Law, hence of sin and death, but the Creed nevertheless affirms 
their final deliverance and resurrection. 

That violent and tormented dialectic, that insistence of the 
Gospels and Epistles upon the doomed reality of the flesh, and 
upon all its contradictions, the very term "In-carnation" and the 
descending motion which it suggests-all that contributes to con­
centrate the vital attention of a believer upon the reality, fallen 
but consistent, of "here below." 

There is more. In the Epistle to the Romans St. Paul makes 
known that "the whole creation groaneth and travaileth in pain" 
and that "the earnest expectation of the creature waiteth for the 
manifestation of the sons of God . . . in hope, because the 
creature itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corrup­
~ion into the glorious liberty of the children of God." Here, then, 
is man entrusted with a cosmic mission, armed by it to confront 
a World the reality of which is attested by God, and who awaits 
his salvation from the saved man. It is very important that 
Kepler should have written: "The works of God are worthy to 
behold." To see in his words no more than an "edifying" remark 
would exclude understanding of the primordial motive of our 
Western science, and the reason why Descartes considered that 
an atheist is unfitted to do physics. Admittedly, many atheists 
have been physicists, but the creative movement of science-as is 

bo~ It is certain that "the flesh," according to St. Paul, is not the phy~ical 
{b but the whole natural man the indissociable complex of body~mmd­

soul · ?t~ volitional and affective.' The modern error on the subject is gen­
::ah. it Is sometimes carried to the excess of an identification of the flesh 

It sexuality exclusively! 



120 MAN'S WESTERN QUEST 

averred by the biographies of the men of genius-proceeds from 
an intuitive confidence in the agreement of man and the world­
an agreement once realized by Jesus Christ and assured to all 
who believe by the Resurrection. Thereupon the testimony of ~ur 
senses is not vain. That testimony is admittedly infected with 

• orrcct-crror through sin, but it can be corrected by experience, c 
ing in its turn the reverie of our reason. The relationship between 
our eye and light, although mysterious, is no longer illusion; and 

the cosmos is not a phantasmagoria devoid of coherence, or~er, 
and meaning, but it expects from us, in a profound participation 
of hope, to be in its turn interpreted and revealed. • • • Who­
ever really thinks that the world is absurd may be able to turn 
his opinion into literary form; he will hardly engage in science. 
Einstein has confirmed the intuition of Descartes, which was also 
Newton's and Kepler's. 

c. The Scientific Virtues. The nonabsurdity and reality of 
the manifested world, would not have been enough to allow of 

. f"ts science. The Greeks believed that the world has order, but O 1 

or_der they regarded as real only beauty. The subject matt~r 0! 
science cannot really become the whole of reality except in 

world created by God. Thereupon, every single thing, beautif ~l 
?r ugly. to our minds, implies an intention, betrays a meaning, ~~ 
mterestmg and valid. "God is also present in the belly of a louse, 
L~ther declared-thus inaugurating modern poetry, sister of the 
sciences. 

The "adversaries" of Christ have often shown that they un-
derstood better than His offici"al "d f d ,, h t • ally un-. . . e en ers w a is re 
plied. i~ Christianity· Thus Nietzsche was the first to succeed in 
d<:5cnbmg the fundamental difference which separates Greek 
science from our modern science d d" h" · the , an , accor mg to im, 
latter could not have arisen exce t • Ch . . . Id 

L t d h P m a nstiamzed war • 
e me raw ere on the l . f . , . master y exegesis by Karl Jaspers 0 

Nietzsche s mmd on the subject: • 
4 Karl Jaspers, Nietzsche und das Ch • 

nstentum, Munich: R. Piper, 194 7. 
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If the Greeks, who founded science, were unaware of universal 
science properly so called, it was because they lacked the necessary / 
spiritual motives and moral impulses. On the contrary, Christians 
were able to cause the advance of this science thanks to their Chris­
tianity and then against their Christianity-at least, against each of 
the objective forms which Christianity assumed .... In face of the 
immensity of possible experience, the Greeks were content with 
closed cosmic ideas, with the beauty of the cosmos as they conceived 1 

it, with the logical transparency of the whole which the mind as­
sumes .... And this holds not only for Aristotle and Democritus; 
Thomas too, and even Descartes, yielded to the Greek impulse to 
establish at all costs a closed form, and thus paralyze science. En- , 
tirely different is the modern impulse, which is to remain unre­
servedly open to the whole of created reality. The aim of knowledge 
is thereupon whatever in reality does not square with previously 
established rules and laws. Logical thinking even experiences the 
~eed of keeping constantly in check, not with any intention of giv-
ing up, but, on the contrary, in order to be presently enlarged and 
enriched, and to be able to pursue this process ad infinitum without 
ever being overburdened. Modern science arose out of a rationality J 

which, far from being self-enclosed, remains open to the irratio_nal, 
~nd even succeeds in penetrating into the irrational by subordina­
tion. 

Whence comes this really insatiable demand, "both anxious 
~nd self-confident," and whence the courage which the demand 

implies? From faith, which is confidence in God. For "if God is 
the Creator of the world, He is therefore responsible for what the 
World is and for what goes on in it." There must accordingly be 
~ meaning, and it is worth while trying to find what that mean­
Ing is-come what may! So much for confidence. And as for the 
demand: "This problem of theodicy, of the justification of God 
• : : provokes thereupon a passionate effort to reach the true 
divme reality, with a full consciousness of the reality of the worid, 
The God that insists upon absolute truth does not want it to be 
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grasped with the aid of illusions. He rejects the theologians who 
seek to console and comfort Job with specious theories. He exacts 
from man an understanding which nevertheless seems constantly 

/ to turn into a self-indictment. The scientific passion, both uni­
versal and incorruptible, arises out of that tension, of that strug­
gle with the idea of God, a struggle that seems to be carried on 
right into the knowledge of reality, which nevertheless comes 
from God .... God is not the object of a true faith unless He 
can stand being brought up into question by the facts; and all 
quest of God renders its task more arduous at the same time by 
refusing illusory approaches. Likewise, all authentic scientific 
inquiry requires that the inquirer shall struggle against his own 
hopes, his own forecasts. It is a peculiar trait of the scientist that 
he looks with suspicion upon every thought which convinces and 
satisfies him in advance." 

Hence, it is to the extent Christianity has meant the end of 
the religions and magic that had been begotten of fear that -it 
m~de possible the development of science, that "relentless" pur­
suit of truth. For truth, to the eye of faith, can only be the tr_uth 
of God, even when it may seem harmful to the group, the tn?e, 
and to the religious laws and customs which the group or tnbe 
has treated as being order and good. Galileo's eppur seems to 
me more "Christian" than the indignation of his judges. 

THE MATERIALIST HERESY 

Compared with the religions of the East, Christianity might be 
called materialism, to the extent that its central dogma assumes 

,. the reality of the body and of matter. It has just been shown, 
.,< moreover, how science is bound up with the fundamental atti-

. ~ude and dialectic of Christianity. Nevertheless, it was material­
ism, as a metaphysical doctrine, which was going to cause the 
outbreak in Europe of the conflict between science and religion. 
Marked by sporadic outbreaks, the struggle remained for a long 
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time latent; with the Encyclopedists it became open, and down 
to the early years of our own century the majority of scientists 
were for the materialistic attitude against the mass of those who 
believed. In the end, materialism having been made into a gen­
eral system of thought, it was decreed state doctrine by the 
U.S.S.R. But while in that country heresy was organized as a 
church, its decline in prestige in the West was, as it happens, 
started by the defection of the scientists. 

It is remarkable that Christianity was at first threatened by an 
altogether contrary heresy; I mean Docetism, according to which 
the body of Christ was a mere appearance or phenomenon, and 
Spirit the one true reality. Most of the great heresies of the first 
centuries of the Church were distinctly idealist-in the philo­
sophical sense of the term-and that indicates plainly enough 
that Christian orthodoxy was found to be too materialistic, in a 
world still imbued with notions of an oriental type. It is thanks 
to a break with that kind of "East"-the break that followed on 
the Renaissance, and was complete by the dawn of the technical 
era-that W eslern extremism-materialism in its various forms 
of mechanism, monism, and "dialectic" -was given its head. 

That it was in fact a heresy in the strict sense of the word :. 
is what, indeed, I have tried to bring out above by recalling with 
insistence the character of Christology, which is the first form of 
the living paradox out of which idealism, and then materialism, 
have been two means of escape, one of escape above, the other 
of escape below. 

In spite of pretensions to objectivity, materialism has re­
mained-at least among its exponents-a point of view typically 
controversial; it consists of a denial of that Spirit thanks to which 
it was possible to put on flesh and matter a higher value. Its 

e "Heresy" means the exclusive choice of an opinion cut off from its com­
plementaries and carried to the absolute. A doctrine cannot be termed 
heretical unless it originated in the complex of orthodoxy and then de­
veloped against orthodoxy. 
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tendency was to monism, but, arising after the· \Vest had been 
deeply marked with the sign of the Cross, it could only be ex­
perienced in the form of an inverted }.f anichaeism, as may be 
seen from the instance of Marx. Nevertheless, it would seem 
that the scientists who assented to its tenets were swayed less by 
its controversial element than by a kind of / ascination which ~he 
accelerated advances of the exploration of matter were hav~ng 
upon them. Spiritually analphabetic for the most part,0 scientific 
workers in the nineteenth century must have felt all the more 
free to engulf themselves in matter and its study, so that they 
seldom paused to survey the motives and effects of their inquiries 
and research. Perhaps at that moment in the history of the 
Western Quest, there was need of something like that great blind 

pressing on, that mole-like tunneling into a recrion beyond reach 
of the sun-where sunshine is in the end forg:itten and denied; 
perhaps there was need of that last sacrifice, of that long inter­
mission from spiritual things, so that the bottom of matter could 
be pierced and a new and still diffused light break through on 
the hither side, as at the end of an arid ascent Balboa saw ex­
tending before his eyes the further ocean. Oportet haereses essc! 

The break-through began about 1900. Half a century later 
Schrodinger writes: 

The present-day physicist, within his field of inquiry is no longer 
able to establish a "bl d" • . ' d me . sens1 e 1stmct10n between matter an so 
other thmg. 

And it is not only between matter and that "other thing," or 
between energy and so " . n-. me wave-motion" on the part of an u 
known entity, that the intelligible boundary has vanished, but jt 

6 The average scientific worker of h . ch 
hostile as indifferent to Christ" "t \ e_ nineteenth century was not so mu t 
his own work was indebted ;an;hY, C)ng a long way from any inkling tha 
tirely his fault? And did the ~h 1 ex1stence of the Church Was this en· 
countries, the most productiv £° ogy of the period-at least in Protestant 
to offer. him? Th~ology was n:verro~ the s~ientific standpoint-have much 
affirmations of N 1cea. It was at k any ttme more remote from the great 

war on hit • e s ory and running after sc1enc • 
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is also between the living and the inert, between soma and 
psyche, even possibly between the m}ths of the spirit and the 
cosmogonies which we fancy we "observe" or calculate. We shall 
see presently that the transcendence-immanence dialectic is in no 
way affected, and brings along no argument "in favor" of the 
Nicean Creed. But it is important to see immediately that this 
forever discredits the "certitudes" of materialistic thinking. That 
thinking was grounded upon the idee fixe that the proof of 
reality in every instance and in every sphere is supplied by ex­
periments of the kind that can be repeated at will, everything 
remaining materially the same. 7 

. The phrase "material proof" became current. It meant mak­
ing absolutely evident and ending all argument. Science was sup­
posed to guarantee this point of view, in the name of which any 
"mystical hypothesis" was disposed of. But while the "sound 
common sense of materialism" was being popularized downward 
as far as the most widespread layers of people in the West, 
thanks to a quasi-religious respect for science, actual science was 
elsewhere. It' withdrew from matter one after the other, the 

' :lassical qualities of real matter-consistency, immutability, and 
impenetrability. Prime foundation and ultimate refuge of the 
idea of materiality, the atom was resolved into a kind of void 
animated by something or other, about which it was known o~ly 
!hat "it" was calculable. "A passenger figure inside a field whi:h 
is undulatory but of which the form and structural complexity 
are _so clearly defined by the wave laws that many things happen 
as if they were substantial and enduring beings." 8 There we 
have all that is left of matter in the eyes of science today. 

If the basis of materialism was not so much old-fashioned mat-
7 Wh" h b" • rposc th IC amounts to saying that the spiritual state, the su Jecuve pu ' 

f e Personal motive · the final end etc were considered at best as zero 
actors. ' ' ., 

8 Er • S h • " • M rkur N" win c ri:idinger, "Unsere Vorstellung von der Matene, m .. e_ ' 
ad° 60, 1953. It will be poticed that within his own sphere Schradmger 

opts a Docetist attitude. 
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ter as the negation of Spirit, it is now nevertheless true that its 
scientific arguments have disappeared with the familiar attribu_tes 
of matter; for matter has actually assumed the attributes whi_ch 
materialists believed to be those claimed for Spirit-ubiquity, in­
visibilit)' a certain indetermination and finally, immateriality! 

' ' ' • 
It follows that the popular conception of materialism, having 
survived what had served as its basis, is now no more than a 
superstition. It religiously keeps up attitudes of which t~e ~~a~: 
antee is an obsolete science, even as the rites of "primitive 
peoples perpetuate sacred movements af tcr the secret of th0se 
movements seems to have been lost, or as some of our own cus­
toms go back, unknown to us, to the age of animism. In return, 
idealists are in no position to put out flags; for, on account of 
the same reasons, their notion of spirit appears to be badly 
damaged .. If materialism has been rightly embarrassed to find 

science volatilizing matter, what is the idealist to say when tbe 
same science invades his sphere? Some philosophers argue from 
Heisenberg's principle of uncertainty that there must be freedom 
even in matter. But is that not to allow simultaneously that even 
the spiritual may be determined? Let the boundary between 
matter and energy be wiped out, then the boundary between 
ene~gy and something that can only be expressed in mathe­
matical formulas-and .which therefore would seem to belong to 
though~ a~d its laws-and we are led to suppose the presence of 
a continuity between undifferentiated matter and the most ab­
stract th~~ght. It would then be necessary to dissociate mind 
fr~m S~mt far more radically than is usual. And that would 
brmg mmd back under the dominion of the law-that is to say, 
into the "flesh," as flesh is defined by St. Paul and the Gospels. 

FROM SCIENCE TO THEOLOGY 

Th~ question boils down to "'Alh • d "d , Vh has . n o ecz es~" and "~ o 
I he evulence of reality~" The a • · s • verage man in the West imagine 
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that in the Middle Ages the general direction of life was de­
pendent upon theology, of which, since the Renaissance, science 
and reason have once for all taken the place. The change stands 
in his eyes for an unmistakable advance. If he is asked why, he 
says that science delivers the individual from the tyranny for­
merly exerted by priests. He has been told that anybody now 
can base his judgment on facts which are "proved by science," 
whereas medieval man was in the position of being obliged to 
believe "unquestioningly" whatever usurped authorities, who 
were grounded in error, might insist upon. But as the average 
man in the West is utterly incapable of verifying the facts which 
are affirmed by science, this amounts to saying that he has 
chosen "to believe"-no less unquestioningly than medieval 
man 9-the science of matter instead of the science of Spirit. The 
choice is therefore not scientific, but really theological: it is the 
heresy I have described. 

What have the scientists elected for? Many of them, by no 
means the least distinguished, have been carried by their work 
to a point far beyond the materialistic superstition, and they 
notice that the boundaries between the "basis" of matter and 
thought grow less distinct. They argue from this to a whole world 
system which they call pantheistic. Because, if the cosmos is 
actually infinite both in time and in space-as was thought by 
the Greek atomists, and then by Nicholas of Cusa and Giordano 
Bruno, and as several renowned astronomers maintain today-or 
if the cosmos is practically finite and yet unbounded, as Einstein 
oddly believed, then it follows that the cosmos takes on certain 
attributes of God. The divine then receives the strangest of 
names. It may be the archetypal form organizing the creative 
waves of matter, or again the "superdispersive field" or "sub-

w~Jh one w~y scientific superstition is more unquestioning than that with 
n the Middle Ages are reproached For theological truths were then earer th • h . 
q e grasp of the average believer than theories of wave mec amcs or 

uantum physics can be to the modern man who believes only in science. 
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ether" in which the news from all points of the universe is trans­
mitted "at the velocity of thought" -that is, with no loss of 
time.10 But there again the· theological choice remains as obvious 
as it is inevitable. And it operates in general with fairly co~rse • 
confusions-that of infinite time and eternity, that also of un­
manence and transcendence, once the former is conceived as the 
complete system of laws of a universe otherwise unimaginable 
( whence the natural temptation to assimilate it to the divine)_. 

• J.S 
In the present stage of the Western Quest, of which science 

the extreme spearhead in our century, our picture of the world 
dissolves. It is too much for our reason, as it had already proved 
too much for our senses. Once we have gone beyond matter, 
although matter had been made the principal subject matt~r of 

• • h ence science, we are brought up sharp by that mystery whic sci 
had expected to dispose of. 

The whole cosmos is turned into a veil woven with waves tbat 
animate the void.11 The phenomenal world is but an appearance 
fl . ~ oatmg on the shoreless and fathomless ocean of immater 
ene_rgy. We are back at the Hindu Maya, at the end of a journ~Y 
which started from an impulse originating in the firmest belief in 

the reality of matter. But what is behind the veil? The question 
is meaningless, we are told. In Einstein's universe ( unbounded 
but fini~e), you may go as far and as long as you please, straight 
ahead, m order to return to your starting pc,int. Try to think that 
out, and . you will soon see that the question of a beyond no 
longer anses. In the expanding universe of the Abbe Lemaitre 
and of Garnow which • . • 1 lo-. . ' came mto existence out of a pnma exp 
sion, and which will h ·11 per aps return to its initial point, you Wl 

io Cf. 0 •. L. Reiser, "The F' I . • -
mology," Scientia, 7-8 1954 ie d Theory of Matter in a Pantheistic Cos 

11 Ninety-nine per ~ent ~f . f 
helium, the latter produced f coshc matter consists of hydrogen and 0 

one proton .. This ultimate sub r;m ydrogen. The nucleus of hydrogen haf 
e?ergy" which occurs in a "fi~ld~~um of the physical universe is "a node 0 

t1ve archetypes are operating. at the heart of which indefinable forrna· 
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not go any farther or any longer than the most remote galaxy. 
But in what does it all move·? It is true that the question is mean­
ingless. Nothing in "the world" can answer it. But then, too, it 
exceeds the world. Nothing in this, nor I myself, can prevent 
me from raising it with myself. That is how, without intermis­
sion, our minds go on being brought up short by transcendence. 

If the immaterialized materialism of our Einsteinian period 
amounts to an admission that Maya is everything, and that it is 
folly to think of no matter what else, then it is mistaken to think 
"God," and also to think "freedom." The refusal that greets my 
last question conceals a refusal to be brought into question by 
anything except "the world" and mathematics. 

Everything is explained and implied in the cosmos of the 
sciences, and invisibility itself is constantly being converted into 
matter composed of energy, which returns constantly to the non­
phenomenal. 12 To this infinite cycle, man opposes his Question. 
No reply, no refusal to reply, and no forbidding him to ask will 
ever get the better of the Question· it J·udges us and sets out our r . , 
. imits, which are those of human knowledge, but simultaneously 
it _also calls up the idea of an absolute Other Place, of a totaliter 
alzter. And nothing can make such an idea come from a world 
self-sufficient and enclosed. 

The "negative way" of science leads us to the Unknowable. 
That is man's name for the absence of God . 
. The infinite and omnipresence, order and its steadfast prin­

ciple, prescience and totality-those major attributes which the 
great r • G d re igions had conceived as those of the supreme O , 

physics and mathematics are able to trans£ er to the cosmos. But 
te God to whom Christians pray is He who made Himself 
nown by that h' h · · d r w ic , precisely, science knows not, an neve 
12 I deiiberat J • • d · 'n the dir t' e Y anticipate the complete success of present- ay science 1 

-1 ec ion it is t k' Th d' Th f day it wt I change. a mg. at irection can change. ere ore one 
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will be able either to integrate or to refute as illusory. And it is 
the only definition of God given by His Revelation in Jesus 
Christ: "God is Love." ( In the stiff context which we have been 
exploring, the word takes on an unwonted meaning. Let me hope 
that it will thereby be purified of its pious and sentimental asso­
ciations.) 



VIII. 

The Technical Venture 

THE FIRST flight across the Atlantic, by Lindbergh, thrilled 
the West. It gave us a hero, in a flimsy machine. Whence his 
fame. The first flight across the Atlantic by a pilotless bomber, 
achieved t\venty-five years later, afforded a spectacular demon­
stration of pure mechanism operating far away from men thanks 
to a sovereign extension of their powers over matter and nature. 
It passed almost unnoticed. What did it change in the living 
habits of peoples or individuals? So little as to be nothing. It is 
easy to see that the introduction of the plow among the Mayas I 
would have altered their civilization, pe~haps prevented their 
exodus to Yucatan, and revolutionized their whole social system. 
But it does not appear that our technical conquests have so 
radically upset our habitat, our manners, and the continuity of 
our national characters. 

The question which then arises is whether the thinking West 
has not formed the habit for the last fifty years of exaggerat­
ing without measurement or verification the importance and 
danger of technics and of their effects on the human person. 

' The diatribes repeated a hundredfold against "the enslavement 
of man by the machine" seem to betray greater alarm over man's 
intoxicating freedom than over the limitations which the machine 

I 3 I 
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may be inflicting upon him. Are the diatribes really due to exact 
observations on the human repercussions of technics? 

There has been a prolonged cry of anguish at the modern 
world delivered over to the inexorable laws of machines. All the 
thinkers of the century, with a dark ardor, have one after ~n­
other, following Tolstoy, made the most of it, and every review 
and the press of the whole world have amplified and rediff used 
it, thanks to the machines they were able to use. There h~ be_en 
a demand for a supplement of spirit, according to the unJUstifi­
able (but easy to quote) metaphor of Bergson. Man's <leper-

' sonalization is alleged, and mass production blamed for it. The 
reign of the robot is predicted. It is now even general to go to. the 
extreme of opposing the H-bomb to progress and even to scien­
tific research as a whole. It is like cursing electricity on account 
of the electric chair, but no matter: the cause is noble and the 
anxiety betrayed is genuine and popular. . 

Behind this unanimous campaign, let me distinguish two kinds 
of alleged motives. 

Protests are put out in the name of Spirit, or simply in the 
name of mind, and are voiced against the impersonal forces 
;'_hich. repudiate man and his dignity, and that threaten to _ster­
ihze his most human faculties-J·udgment choice taste to differ, 
f ' ' • antasy, need of the unexpected serenity leisure self-control, in-
dividuality, and freedom .... ' ' ' 

Protests are put out in the name of Nature and of the majestic 
movement of the seasons, and of contact with the earth again5t 

a world which grows artificial and ugly uniform and ~bstract, 
breathless and timetabled cut off f 'th. 1 lcs and , rom e natura eye 
the poetry of the Georgics. 

Or again the two so • _ . . . . . urces are drawn from together, and spir 
1tual doctrine is Jomed with n t 1• • d but 
1 · 1 11· a ura ism m an unexpecte ynca a 1ance. 

Before analyzing the tw 
0 groups of motives, one general re-
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mark is called for. Although unanimous among our pundits and 
their public, this reaction remains powerless. It has sometimes 
deprived scientists of subsidies, but it has not seriously hindered 
the march of technical inquiry and research. "The invasion of 
our lives by machines" has the brake put upon it by the price of 
apparatus, not by the complaints of literary men. Workmen have 
long since given up smashing machines, and the middle classes 
were always careful not to. As for those who have decided to 
walk out of the world and weave their clothes, etc., nothing last­
ing has emerged from their small communities living in retreat. 
Ne\'ertheless, the attitude of impotent revolt against the way of 
the modern world, if it fails to change the world, does modify 
those who condemn the world. It increases the sense of insecurity 
and the pessimism of the masses; and in that way contributes to 
keeping up that "crisis" which is the favorite topic of our best 
minds. 

And yet, even though it remains powerless and even though it 
is content on the whole with pathetic but fallacious arguments, 
this anxiety about the machine age, the age of the Bomb, is none 
the less indicative of our Western situation. What has to be ascer­
tained is, once again, whether it marks a dead end or growing 
pains, the failure of the Quest or a new hazard. 

PREHISTORY 

The prehistory of technics goes from the beginnings of man­
kind down to the end of the eighteenth century. The history of 
technics as a separate entity begins only with the machine cen­
tury, the century of chemistry and electricity, in order to expand 
in the century of electronics and of nuclear and solar energy. 

Till then, and in this respect, East and West hardly differ. 
Chinese junks were better than the caravels of Columbus. Hindu 
architecture was never inferior to ours. The craft industries-tex­
tiles, paper, and printing-which to begin with lagged behind in 
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Europe till the Renaissance, did not forge ahead of those of Asia 
to any extent till machines were invented. About 1800 they un­

derwent a sudden transformation. 
But let us go back to the paleolithic age. Why did men ~ashio~ 

tools? There are as many answers to the question as views 0_ 

man. On~ is that homo f aber took up the. challen?e to natur:d 
he held hIS own with the help of harder articles wluch prolong . 
the actions of his hand and the decisions of his mind. Another is 
that man was only impelled by the desire to improve his 101_ or 
to amass more food and wealth: this "economic" or utilitaria~ 
theory assumes a type of man little met with, or not met wilh a 
all, till the nineteenth century, the type of man who happenst;~ 
have written our school textbooks and to have never inven 
anything.1 Finally, from Nietzsche to Spengler, passing throug~ 
Scheler and Schubert, we have been shown a kind of man ° 
prey who hurled himself at nature in order to subjugate her to 
h" " ·11 h sole 15 wi to power." Prometheus has been appealed to, t e . 
figure that could serve to illustrate this tragical theor:7, w~ic~ 
r~flected the taste of the age rather than the reality. Did ?rim f 
tive man-who still survives inside each of us-ever think 0 

t • ~ mas ermg nature? As we look back at him he appears rather 
be submerged· h ' h have m er and to be a part of her. How could s e 
threatened "the f . d 1 ,, N doubt iee eve opment of his personality ? 0 . 
she compelled hi t • • 1n m O toil very hard in our Western chmate, 
order to get f d d 
drought N °0 ~ nd protect himself from cold, floods, ~n 

• ature might k"ll h" h" }lfe. All th t · 1 1m, but from her he drew is . 
a 1s granted, as so h" . 1n 

fact, "natural ,, A h m?t mg that goes without saymg, as, 
. • t t e pomt m , . . d ·t was 

not m order to att k an s mmd was involve , 1 

ac a nature whose intentions were far froJll 
1 An examination of th . d 

down to our da h e circumstan • . urre 
hardly ever ope/ t sd ows that the attces ~n which great inventions o~c pas 
85-92 and passi~ e • _Cf. D. Brinkmaraction of wealth and well-being P· 
of research labor~t T~is ~hanged in th~~• M e_nsch und T eclrnik ( 1936) • ~uP 

ories m the servi fwentieth century with the setting 
ce O the large industries. 
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all being malevolent; it was in order to bargain with her so as 
to cope with demons. The way to come to terms with the fire 
god-who appeared at two points on the planet, in the Caucasus 
and in China, it seems-was first to commune with him in order 
to appease and propitiate him: he was given a lump of the same 
meat that the suppliants ate ( whence the invention of cooked 
food?). With that, the god was committed, having shared the 
same ritual meal with men. We should feel in this, not so much a 
"will to power"-which would be a one-way relation of strength, 
unimaginable at that stage-but a need to play, in the strong 
sense of the verb, which is a religious sense. Civilization appeared 
simultaneously with tools, weapons and pots, clothing and houses, 
all things a little stronger or more solid than man, and which 
enabled him to play his hand by making up for the weaknesses 
which arc his mark. But the usefulness of these articles in no way 
exhausted the intention which created them, and even, most 
frequently, did not take account of it. Everything was magic to 
begin with, everything was dialogue with the natural forces 
which had to be won over even while they were being obeyed. 
Whence the lack of adaptation which our rational mind thinks 
it discovers in what it erroneously mistakes for "technics" among 
ancient peoples. The history of inventions is not that of the needs 
which may have existed before them. Its logic is not that of 
utility, but of play. 2 Now to speak of "play" is to mean "set 
rules." What had to be kept up with jealous care was the system 
of sacred conventions between man and natural forces. What 
men feared was not the laws of nature, but, on the contrary, the 
unexpectedness of phenomena. Far from there having been any 
effort to escape from those laws, the hope was that sun and rain, 

2 The eighteenth-century automata were toys-pure play. They werebrev;r· 
theless the ancestors of our factory robots which are indispe_nsa e of 
manipulating radioactive substances for exa~ple. In turn, the disc~try 0 

radioactivity corresponded with no' utilitarian need, but has create many 
needs that have become "vi ta!." 
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the powers which made the earth fruitful, were going "to go on 
playing the game," according to the rules. Thus mankind, in its 
religious rites, "played" with the natural order, so that this could 
be perpetuated. Notions of magic, myth, and liturgy, the al­
chemical ideal and the active pantheism of the Renaissance, _and 

religious motives in general seem to have been far more fruitful 
than motives of utility and power in explaining the whyfore and 

the real aim of the enormous majority of inventions down to ~ur 
own period. Man created tools because he played a g?.me with 

the demons lurking in fire or stone, in running water, or in an 
animal, and later on peopling his dreams or waking fancies. The 
dream of flying is what produced the airplane; and the dream of . s~ settmg out at haphazard along the open road, the motorcar. 
Henry Ford's autobiography. Ford was an incurable dreamer, as 
his readers know, a jack-of-all-trades without either culture or 
genius, who wanted to build a "road engine" which would_ n~t 
have to obey the rigid rules of the railway track and its time· 
tables, but could go off at random-a typical adolescent drealll• 
It met with fulfillment in 1893, a few years after the German, 
Otto, had invented the internal-combustion engine. We all know, 
for that matter, that dozens of inventors-especially in France­
?ad ~ade motorcars long before Ford. His invention, or re· 
invention nevertheless • • • • , remains an mstructive mstance. 

A history of the inventions which did not come off, or were 
not "made us f " n-
1 . e O , as we suppose, would lead to the same co 

c us1on. Why d" d th M ·d the Az i e ayas not plow their soil? Why di 
tees use a wheel only to make toys? And why was gold purelY 

ornamental among • to 
the·ir di"ff . d so many peoples? Owing to their magic, 

ermg reams t h • heY 
Played "th ' 0 t e particular rules of the game t 

wi nature. 
Up to now nature was , . • r 

Man was not yet mans Object, his opposite and mirr0 . • 
aware that all h . bis 

dreams, and that the . . . e could see m nature was. . 
spint of thmgs is a reflection of his spirit-
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Submerged in nature, he felt that nature was the stronger; and 
because he projected into it the anxieties of his own breast he 
ended by seeing in it Evil itself. Let us trace the process. 

Once the nexus of rites, codified beliefs, and instruments of a 
dawning civilization enabled man to put a kind of distance 
between nature and his life-the distance being the environment 
and atmosphere in which he existed-the human mind con­
ceived of a Good separate from nature, and that nature alone 
seemed to put out of reach. The human mind came to conceive 
perfect virtue and perfect health, power, assured abundance, 
freedom to go far, or, on the contrary, freedom to stay put in 
spite of natural changes, the ability to fulfill one's dreams, to 
fly, to escape the seasons ( Paradise pictured as eternal spring), 
to bring the body into subjection, not to die. . . . Whatever 
thereupon opposed and resisted this Good were the servitudes of 
nature, the animal necessity to kill in order to survive, disease, 
tyrannical instincts, death. Soon the more spiritually minded 
among men were to think of God as akin to their Good: He was 
good, just, perfect, and immortal; His omnipotence was only 
th~a~ted by the demoniacal principle, which had now become 
assimilated to nature. The God of Good could not be the author 
of Evil. Nature must therefore be the work of Another. This will 
be recognized as the Manichaean attitude which has invariably 
accompanied the ascent of Good God religions, and which has 
~et up against them on the quiet a "purified idealism," which is, 
In fact d 1· I • . ' a ua ism. For man was henceforth pictured as a sou 
inside a b d H d 

I O y. e would never be free and never be really goo 
un ess h Id 

e cou escape from the flesh from matter, and from 
natural lif h d . . . ' . 

. . e, t e omimon and creation of the Demmrge. Whence 
asceticism h' d 
n t , monac ISm, and angelism, in which matter, flesh, an 

a Ure are d • d 
ti espise , and which could but lead to the condemna-on and ren .. 

U unciation of every kind of inventive effort. 
pon this same nature-henceforth the subject of hostility by 
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the "pure"-less spiritually minded men were able freely to exer­
cise their arts and guile. They made use of nature as a soull~ 
thing, a thing which they had to find how to use. This latter atti­
tude, a repercussion of the former, was to be of service to modern 
technics by removing many of the scruples felt by its agents aod 

users. 

HISTORY 

Let us now come down to the present of our century. Nat~re, 
• • being 

now that every kind of magic has been expelled from it, is . 
domesticated by technics and domesticated for the first time in 
history. Already man commands the means of subduing several 
aspects of nature's "inhumanity." He can virtually ward off 
f · ( · • f d chlo-amme agncultural machines, manures, synthetic oo s, . 
rella, photosynthesis) ; control temperature ( heating, refrige_ra­
tion, climatization, rational clothing), drought ( desert irrigation 
and artificial rain), epidemics and a great number of diseases 
( antibiotics, vaccinations, asepsis, preventive hygiene, psyc_ho­
therapy), distance and temporal intervals ( rapid transportation, 
telecommunications) . Man is still far from having completed 
~his subjection, but he is already entitled to consider completing 
it as _something attainable. ( Floods, typhoons, and earthquakes 
remam free; but the largest of wild animals vermin and mallY 
kinds of insect have been overcome.) ' ' 

On the other hand w d' fi on· . , e iscover that we are the very irst c 
temp~ran~ of the machine. Invented in the last century, the 
mach~ne did n~t affect notably the daily life of the greatest num· 
her till the First World w . • f 
h b . h ar. An mfinitely small portion ° 

uman emgs ad up to the t el d 
all trains from 1830 t 190 n rav ed by train, for example, an 
h . £ ~ O doubtless carried fewer passengers 

t an aircra t now do m a s· l 
the airplane the sub m_g e year. The motorcar, the tank, 

' way, agricultural and household machines, 
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domestic electricity, the telephone, and the wireless made their 
entry into our lives only during the first third of this century. 

Such are certainly the facts-speaking generally. But it would 
be wrong to believe that the peoples of the West ever sought or 
wanted what they are now getting as their due. What in general 
do men in the West want? Health, higher pay, better protection 
against the unforeseen, to travel a little, to be unhampered in 
enjoying their own little hobby or eccentricity ( and not "to 
subdue nature"!). To meet such modest desires, here are the 
incredible gifts of technics. Some of these fulfill our secret desires, 
but many of them correspond to nothing. Technics, having 
proffered them, has to get them taken up and to create a mass 
need of them. On the basis of these toys for grown-ups, 3 serious 
and scientific economics has gone on to erect the system of its 
"laws." It claims to "satisfy" needs which nobody has in the least 
experienced. The motorcar was not invented because men needed 
it; but the other way about: men have needed it because it was 
invented. Yet the existence of innumerable factories, brands, an­
nual shows, dividends, and records lends so much consistency to 
the industry that its origin as a phantasm ( in the strict psycho­
analytic sense) is forgotten. 

\'\'hence, then, have we got technics, if not in response to our 
material and utilitarian needs which came into account only 

' afterward? The problem amounts to ascertaining how and why 
1 technics suddenly took on impetus at a particular moment of the 

Western Quest. 
It would be vain to try to find that why and wherefore of the 

inventive passion, which is of a poetic order (in the Greek se?se 
of the term) , and characteristic of men in general. But someth_mg 

1 unique occurred in Europe at the beginning of our techmc_al 
age; science, at last set up on an autonomous and exact basis, 

.~ I~ 1833 Thiers declared that a railway locomotive was "simply a 
sc1ent1fically constructed plaything." 
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encountered the alchemist's dream, which, having been driven 
by chemistry out of the domain of pure research, was turning to 
practical applications. And that in a social and political climate 
which had turned very favorable to the brutal undertakings of 
those who were dubbed "captains of industry" and were inspired 
by-and found their sanction in-the precedents of the French 
Rr.volution and Empire. There were thus three forces, two of 
them creative, and the last instrumental. 

For science, it goes without saying: mathematics, physics, and 
chemistry were at the immediate base of the ma jar inventions of 
technics. But they did not lead to these organically. To pass from 
the desire for disinterested knowledge to the idea of applying 

• some of its results men other than the best scientist<; were 
' needed, and also there had to be some aim other than what 

directed the work of the scientists. We now know that what the 
alchemists wanted to do was not to make gold in order to enrich 
themselves, but indeed so as to effect a great work of transfigura-

• tion of matter by man-man in his role of demiurge delegated 
by God! 

The connection between alchemists and chemists seems less 
important, from the standpoint of technics, than the relation of 
alchemists to the German pietists, and of the latter to the 
founders of numerous modern industries. Leonhard Euler, a 
pietist of Basie, was not only the greatest mathematician of his 
century, but also the inventor of the turbine. 

The desire for contemplative knowledge and the desire for 
4dAs regards what alchemy set itself to do spiritually, I can only refer my 

readers to t'"!e works of C. G. Jung, Psychologie und Religion, Psychologie 
un Alchemte, etc. In Mensch und Technik by Donald Brinkmann will be 
!0 und .numerous examples showing the influence of "alchemical dreams" on 
bnvkntions of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Their genealogy goes he !0 _Paracelsus, via Hieronymus Cardanus, Leibniz, Denis Papin, across 
t e piet1sts of the eighteenth century, and issues in a pleiad of inquirers 
more or 1 " • " h • • d th ~ss raving, w ose mysticism was ecisive for the greater part of 

e ~echmcal advance. Let us note on the other side that two of the great 
mystics of the period were mining engineers-Swedenborg and Novalis. 



THE TECHNICAL VENTURE 

tran~ormative knowledge (by the transmutation of matter and ,, 
of souls) are the two sources of the technical advance and they 
coalesce in the great myth of the mode~n age. The hero of 
Goethe's Faust is first of all an alchemist, but he ends his human 
venture ( conditioned by the three dominant notes of pure know­
ing, power, and salvation) in the part of an engineer creating a 
new· country. 5 

It would have been most surprising if natural avidity, the thirst 
for winnings in its modern form which came to be called capi­
talism, had not seized upon these elements. But capitalism created 
nothing: it financed "Progress" without paying royalties to its 
authors and to the detriment of its workmen. Thus it was that 
the application of science to social life, fostered by a mystical 
doctrine which tended to the joint salvation of cosmos and 
human spirit, suddenly changed its sign and turned into a scourge 
by creating the proletariat, once the unrestrained ambitions of 
the Napoleons of industry had seized upon it without further 
scruple. 

The profound paradox of the technical age arises from the , 
fact that its gifts were not expected. Western society of the nine­
teenth century-caught unprepared by an event which aston­
ished it marvelously, and of which it could not measure the 
coming amplitude-fell into a double mistake: it mistook the 

/ end of technics and it misunderstood how technics could be made 
use of. It was unable to foresee the appalling price it was bound 
to have to pay for the anarchical development of machinery. The 
bait of enormous and swift profits and the temptation to power 
( not over nature but over men) blinded this society to the means 
being employed. And as to the ends: technics were to contribute 
to delivering man from toil-that is to say, from the labor exacted 

5 The model who served Goethe for writing the last part of his Second 
Faust was the English engineer, W. A. Madocks, who built a sea wall along 
the coast of North Wales. 
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by the needs of his subsistence; it tended to release him for 
other tasks, not to increase his toil merely in order to increase his 
natural needs and to add artificial ones to them. 

That lack of foresight, this false start, had to be dearly paid 
for-and are being paid for still-by the industrial proletariat, 
which has had to defray the "human costs" of the operation from 
the beginning.0 As for those who derived a material profit from 
it, they paid a price less visible and tangible, for there is no 
measuring spiritual values, nor what a man loses by slaying them 
inside himself. 

Historically, the paradox is brought home to us if we compare 
the realities with the corresponding states of mind in the nine­
teenth and twentieth centuries. 

In the nineteenth century, the technical advance created 
among the common people an inhuman poverty, but in the great 
majority of middle-class elites an overflowing optimism. In the 
twentieth century, it has been the other way about. The masses 
have accepted technical progress and have made it an article of 
faith, whereas the elites view it with growing pessimism. The 
shift is eloquent. 

In 1836, Andrew Ure, in the Philosophy of Manufactures, 
extolled the factories "which exceeded in number, in value, in 
utility, and in architectural nobility, the celebrated monuments 
of Asiatic, Egyptian, and Roman despotism." But as soon as 
1846 Michelet heralded the pessimistic reaction : 

What a humiliation to behold, beside the machine, man fallen so 
low! It is heart-rending to go over those marvellous houses in which 
iron and brass, dazzling and polished, seem to go of their own 
accord, seem to think and will, while man, weak and pale, is the 

s The Roman term of "proletarians," as applied to industrial workers, 
was introduced by Sismondi as early as 1819. Thirty years later Marx was 
able to say rightly that the modern forces of production made of the prole­
tarians "the living counterpart of a dead mechanism." 
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humble sen.:ant of the steel giants .... I admired sadly; it was 
impossible to avoid noticing at the same time the men's pitiful faces, 
the withered girls, the children twisted and puffy. 

The European middle classes were unaware of all this in the 
nineteenth century, as under Hitler they did not know about the 
concentration camps. Yet the number of proletarians who died <. 

of poverty around their factories during the whole of the last 
century no doubt exceeds the number of persons killed in Nazi 
concentration camps, if not the number of dead in Kolyma and 
other places of re-education. 

In the twentieth century, the situation has been reversed. 
American and Scandinavian workers have the product of their 
work delivered to their door: motorcars, wireless, refrigerators, 
and tinned food; and the cinema is at the corner of the street. 
They renew acquaintance with nature at the week end, or else 
in the paid holidays. They imagine, further, that the "irresistible 
movement of history" . is more and more on their side. Mean­
while, the cultivated middle class, its conscience pricked a hun­
dred years late by the social crimes of its grandfathers, influenced 
by reading the best thinkers and a thousand columnists, terrified, 
moreo\'er, by the H-bomb, takes of "technical progress" a very 
sorry view. ,v e have witnessed in the last fifty years the develop­
ment of an attitude which recalls Manichaeism, even though the 
values are reversed: it is no longer nature that stands for evil, 
it is man's handiwork, inexorable technics, personified and 
mythologized, which now rules over us and empties us of our 
humanity. 

The projection of Evil on to the machine betrays a relaxation 
of our vitality of spirit. It is beating the table because you have 
collided with it. But it is also to conceal your secret doubts under 
an opportune "fate." Machines are stronger than we are, granted 
( a hammer is harder than my hand, the walls of a house stand 
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it is not their fault. 

BACK TO TI-IE j\XIS 

Unlike Buddhism and Manichaeism, Christian orthodoxy does 
not condemn the tangible world of nature. !he doctrine of t~e 
Incarnation, which is its ever active basis, 1s enough to forbid 
that. Nature has to be redeemed by means of redeemed man, 
having been subjected to corruption, not of its ow~ will, but on 
account of sin.7 It follows that man's efforts to subject nature to 
h~~an wills and wants will be good ;I they proceed from the 
d1vme effort at work in man, very bad if they p~oceed from 
human pride. Evil is not in things but in man. It is bound up 
with our freedom. It belongs to 'our hUinan situation, as the 
obverse belongs to the reverse. It is in our mind, exists nowhere 

else, and it is in ourselves that we have to fight it. 
How then imagine that technics, having been created by man, 

could acquire an independent existence? Its evil comes from our 
fault, and its good is part of the effort to attain salvation. Let 
us therefore cease to proJ·ect the evil which is within us upon 
th" "th mgs, whether machines or nature and to endow them Wl 

' autonomous intentions. The magical proceeding should no longer 

delude us. 
Those writers today who, as regards the technical advance, 

nevertheless adopt a Neo-Manichaean position, are actuated by 

two motivations which need to be distinguished. 
. ~ · The Christian idea that evil is in man, and that nature 
is innocent, makes them fear that technics will increase the 

human • d . capacity to o evil rather than good, and at the same 
t~me throw man out of harmony with the pulse of nature con-

sidered O I • ·t l • . . _n Y m 1 s regu atmg aspect. Human pessimism is con-
Jomed with naturalist optimism, both unilateral. 

7 Romans, VIII, 18-24. 
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2. The idea of Evil is projected afresh not upon nature but 

unmistakably upon personified Technics and its products, like 
the Bomb, which are thus endowed with a kind of intrinsic 
capacity to harm man. A return to magic. 

The twin confusion appears to me to account for the most 
obvious mistakes perpetrated by the "anti-moderns" I referred to. 

The Mistake about the Bomb. I wrote on the morrow of 
Hiroshima: 8 

The Bomb is not at all dangerous. It is a thing. What is horribly 
dangerous is man. He it was who made the Bomb and who gets 
ready to use it. To control the Bomb is absurd. Committees arc 
appointed to restrain it! It is as if I were to hurl myself at a chair 
to stop it from going to break Chinese vases. If the Bomb is left 
alone, it will do nothing, plainly. It will stay quiet in its crate. So 
please let us hear no more tales. \Vhat we need to control is man. 

The Afistake about the Telephone. Enslavement to the tele­
phone is one of the cliches of our time. But the telephone, a mere 
piece of apparatus, never did anything of its own accord, and it 
is im·ariably somebody who calls you by means of this speaking 
trumpet. If you run to answer, irritated by the noise, it is you 
who expected something which you wanted not to miss. So you 
are only your own slave. 

The A1istake about the Fine Car. That man, they say, is the 
slave of his car. See what trouble he takes with it! He ravels on 
its account, he is ruining himself for it, and some day, on its 
account, he will kill himself! Yet somebody else is doing the 
same for the woman he desires, or for a work of art, or for his 
drug. The tyranny is exerted by our passions, not by technics on 
their own. 

The Afistake about Standardization of JY ork. We are told 
over and over again from both left and right that sliding-belt 

8 The Last Trump (New York, 1946). 

K 
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work dehumanizes men, and that we are living in a soulless world 
of uniformity and mass production. It must be realized that this 
refers to "Taylorized" workers (fewer today than are the pris­
oners in the labor camps of the nations under Communism). 
Here is the serious feature of the matter: not the feeling of being 
part of "a soulless world" but the fact that men are now no more 
than the "living counterparts of a dead mechanism." Now, for. 
this the dead mechanism cannot be to blame. It is not the ma­
chine that turns a man into a slave. It is a certain behavior which 
other men impose on a workman, not so much to facilitate his 
handling of his machine as to ensure that he shall keep up with it 
for the sake of a standard output. It is the output that man is then 
the slave of, whatever economic system demands it, capitalist or 
Communist. Taylor thought of a workman as a human machine 
that could be completely timed. His system, not the machine, is 
what enslaves man. But Taylor created his system according to 
materialistic notions of man which were the product of the cen­
tury of enlightenment. Blame those notions, not technics. 

The Mistake about Inventions. Leonardo's "Flying Man" 
was going to drop snow on sweltering cities in summer; the air­
plane bombs our cities. Einstein's discoveries of genius have cul­
minated in the atom bomb. A curse on invention! But what are 
people trying to say? Is it imagined that some invention could 
be employed only for good? I say that such an invention would 
be the work of the Devil: it would deprive man of his freedom, 
which God has willed for him. 

THE REAL PROBLEM 

✓ The great complaint of the twentieth century against technics 
would have been justified a hundred years earlier: against the 
vile and unhealthy factory, workmen might well have said 
through the mouth of a poet of the time: 
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The air of our workshops· is rotting our lungs, 
And we die with our gaze fixed on woodland and dale. 9 

Today the progress of technics restores the country to towns­
people, manual and office and professional workern mixed. 
Technics have done more to draw men near to nature than have 
the back-to-nature theories which condemn technics. The boys 
and girls who go camping lead lives as naked as Gauguin's Poly­
nesians. It wa<; the Middle Ages which were remote from nature; 
they were afraid of it. 10 The classical age thought it improper. 
Romanticism looked upon it with stirred feelings, but did not 
bathe in it physically. Fondness for sun-bathing on the beach has 
been contemporary with the motorcar. 

Technics in their infancy created the industrial proletariat, but 
it is technics alone that can rescue the proletariat from its situa­
tion and from the hideous setting of its present existence. What 
abolished slavery in Europe was not scholasticism, but the im­
provement of agricultural technology-in particular, the harness­
ing of horses by means of a rigid headstall. The proletariat will 
not be emancipated thanks to our protests against sliding-belt 
work, but thanks to the replacement of servile workers by robots. 
The factory without workers, shortly to be achieved, will solve 
the problem of "the workman slave of the machine." 

But once the pseudo-problems are set aside-and the working 
class emancipated not by Communists but unambiguously by 
technics-two great and very real problems. will confront man­
kind in the West. One, a danger: technocracy. The other, a be- .1 

wildering promise: leisure. 
Technocracy. A man who loses his sense of the final ends for 

9 L'air de nos ateliers nous ronge [es poumons, 
Et nous mourons les yeux tournes vers /es campagnes. 

-Auguste Barbier, lambes, quoted by P. M. Schuh), Machinisme et 
Philosophie (1938). 

10 The only "pleasant" descriptions of nature in medieval poetry and 
painting are of orchards. The rest is terror. 
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which he is alive and ceases to. desire them is bound to begin 
talking about "the exactions of technics." It is only then that 
technics become a genuine danger; not indeed technics them­
selves but the man who talks in that way. Ernest Jiinger has 
clearly seen that technics incline us to a nihilist morality, their 
motto being that of an action "without why or wherefore," with­
out cause and without purpose. Here we again meet the obsession 
by movement for movement's sake, which sums up the policy of 
Jacobins and totalitarians of every hue. The practical objective 
is to retain power, or to control the market, without submitting 
to any guidance from the uncertain and suspect finality of human 
wishes. This intoxication by action is due to mental fatigue; and 
the obliviousness of final ends is but a huge and revealing lapse: 
it betrays anxiety over the intoxicating prospects of leisure, whi_ch 
would confront us in an immediate and concrete fashion w1th 

the great question of the ends for which we are here below. 
Repudiating the great alchemist dream, technics are of ten 

reduced to the sole and immediate motives of profit, well-being, 
and military force. Deprived of long-term objectives, they can 
only come within the compass of current morals, and of the 
abstract or customary rules of those morals. Bu( individual 
morality remains without hold upon a feature that is modified at 
the level of collective myths: profit depends more and more on 
the national economy; well-being, on statistics ( average standard 
of living of a nation) ; and "the needs of national defense" de­
termine science itself, the source of inventions. The only morality 
henceforth power£ ul enough to regulate the technical element 
would therefore be social morality, which it falls to the great 
states to define. 

To overlook the final ends of the human venture must then 
land us in t~;hnoc~acy, which is the government of means over 
ends. (The exactions of technics" constant! 1 d re . . . , y appea e to, a 
dec1s1ve m the last resort.) And morality wh d • d by . . , en eterrmne 
states, leads to totahtanan dictatorships. ( God is replaced by 
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Society, and, the state being the sole representative of Society, 
there is no recourse or appeal from its decisions.) 

Evolution in the direction of closed societies seems to us all the 
more inevitable that it is going on under our very eyes-has 
been going on for nearly half a century. It has been seen above 
how technics contribute not of themselves, but, indeed, by a cer­
tain use which man makes of technics. Whence the idea, current 
among the elites, that a little more technics can only produce a 
little more state socialism and an equally little less liberty. And, 
in fact, state socialism is not to be arrested, but it is possible to 
foster technics till decisive successes produce a new situation. If 
tomorrow technics can pay the masses in leisure on a more gen­
erous scale than it has ever paid shareholders in dividends, the 
technocrat will still be in command of the means, but his prestige 
will vanish to the precise extent that leisure and its content 
become a vital and exciting problem. Thereupon the "serious" 
will change sides. He whose job is to run a colossal factory with­
out workmen will reign sovereign over absence. But the famous 
technical needs will no longer concern anybody but him. What 
will he be able to suggest to human beings made free for other 
dreams and other games; that is to say, made free for new forms 
of work and of creativeness? 

The present ta<;k appears to me to be far less the applying of a 
moral brake to technics than accelerating technics strongly, to 
the point at which nothing to which we dare con£ ess will any 
longer obstruct us from at last reaping the human benefits. . 

Leisure. Is this cure of the technical disease by techmcs 
themselves a utopia? Let us first see to what extent it has already 
been carried out. 

The averao-e standard of livino- in Europe rose, we are told, 
b " •• ttd 

from 1 to 15 between 1800 and 1950. ( More closely, It IS s a e 
to be ten times hi o-her in 1954 than in 1880.) These figures, I 

,--, · f "aver-
confcss, do not much persuade me. The very notwn ° an 1 
age standard of living" is not very clear, and grows even ess 
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clear when multiplied. ( What does the word "living" mean if 
we are told that we live ten or fifteen times better than our 
ancestors did?) But here is something perfectly sensible. From 
1890 to 1954 the working week in the cotton and wool trades 
dropped from 65 to 40 hours, the working year for railwaym_en 
from 3,900 hours to 2,000 hours; and production steadily in­

creased. 
Leisure thus assumes the guise of a subproduct of technics, 

and the chief aim of technics remains to supply more articles and 
more profits. And yet was this "subproduct" not to begin with 
one of the underlying intents of technical invention? And becom­
ing ever more abundant, will it not one day soon look like the 
real aim of the undertaking? This supposes, of course, that a 
certain saturation point of natural needs will be reached. Tech­
nics have added to the number of men whose needs they have 
increased. It may seem as though the more they are developed 
the more the prospect recedes of satisfying the human needs 
which they are pushing forward. Will the donkey ever catch up 
with the carrot it has been running after for a century and a half? 

It has been seen above that in fact the distance between the 
means of technics and one of their possible aims-leisure-has 
diminished by a third during that time. A second aim is to ensure 
the subsistence of mankind, with mankind growing by seventy 
thousand souls a day; and this second aim has seemed to recede 
as _th~ West grew more clearly conscious of the lot of the great 
Asiatic masses, both undernourished and uncontrollably prolific. 
But the fact that there has been this new piece of awareness fixes 
finally for_ technics one properly human objective. It is now the 
means whi~h remain to be found that will have to be adapted to 
the recognized purpose not the othe d • ly . ' . . r way roun , as previous • 

These means still waiting to be fou d 1 d •n · · I 1 n we a rea y possess i 
prmcip e-nuc ear energy chlorella h t . 

ld "d l ' , P O osynthesis plans on a 
war -wi e sea e. Twenty to thirty y h ' . ears ence, according to our 
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best experts, a third of the population of the planet-then much 
greater in number-will be enough, working four hours a week, 
for satisfying ( far better than today) all our "material" needs 
-food and transportation, housing, hygiene, and pleasures. I 
readily see the theoretical aspect of these figures, and that they 
assume a socialized distribution of mass-produced goods in great 
abundance at a very low price; and that the development of 
Africa, Asia, and the polar regions will provide fresh "occasions 
for work"; and finally that atomic warfare may ruin everything 
before the egg is hatched. But the egg is there, bearing its germ 
and our future-that future which we must be ready to look 
squarely in the face. 

THE SERIOUS THING IN LIFE 

It is said: What will the masses do if, thanks to technics, they 
are indeed suddenly set free to that extent? I have no idea. Was 
anybody more clear in about 1830 concerning what technics were 
going to produce? Our duty this time is to see the problems 
squarely instead of repressing them because they make us dizzy. 

We are on the threshold of an era in which culture will be 
the serious thing in life. (It always was, but now we shall see it.) 
Hitherto, it was work which filled the essence of our days, and 
upon which our fate depended: pay, food, and lodging. If tech­
nics tomorrow-as they can-allow society to meet these ele­
mentary requirements at a very low price, "the empty time" of 
leisure 11 will become the real time of our daily lives. The ques-

11 Th1; Encyclopaedia of 1765 defines leisur': as "t~e empty ~imc" (~e 
te7!1Ps. vide). It assumes accordingly that work 1s real time, full time. It '.s 
th1~ hierarchy of values that has held sway down to our day. It partly ~x­
plams why trade unions are opposed to the creation of leisure by techmcs, 
e.g., by automation; for they picture leisure as the "empty time" kn_own as 
~nemployment. That leisure should be the actual goal of the ~achme age 
19 a suggestion they will not entertain. Yet that is what it might be, as 
~on as the profits of industry were shared out among the workers, notab}y 
m th~ form of a lowering of the cost of living, to make up at leaSt for paid 
Workmg hours lost. 
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tion: "What shall I make of my life?" will no longer be repress~d 
by the reply-several thousand years old-"Earn it!" It will 
suddenly be laid bare. 

I have no intention of now depicting some utopia which might 
amuse our descendants. Everything may change radically, and 

very soon, not so much owing to material factors which I may 
have overlooked, or cannot foresee, as on account of our fr~e 
decisions. (The invention of the wheel is not what counts m 
itself; it is indeed the use to which a people decided to put the 
wheel: chariots and wagons in the West, toys and ornaments 
~mong the Aztecs.) One certain thing is that technic~l pr~gr<:55 
IS • • t at10n 1n gomg to take an unprecedented leap, producing a si u . 
w?ich our real wishes, our real orientations, and our real options 
will be manifest transparently and will be followed by almoSt 
• d' ' • I t y to immc iate effects. Such wishes and orientations may r 
forecast on the basis of our present disposition. 

Released from material work a man of the Vv est at once turns 
' to travel, sport, games, and eroticism. . 

The French experiment with paid holidays has shown th1s ~n 
a small scale, but over too short a time for the sequel to be dJ.S­
tinguishable. A rather longer trial is furnished by the inhabitants 
of the Arctic circle-Sweden and Norway-who are condemned 
to leisure during the six months of their winter. They take up 
culture. Now it happens that the West has increased tenfold or a 
hundredfold during this century the instruments and means of 
culture. More books than ever are published and dirt cheap, 
Libraries and local cultural centers are becor:iing general. The 
whole of the world's painting can now come on to our walls ~n 
the form of reproductions that "take you in"· the whole of music 
is delivered to the home by means of wireless' and records; public 
lectures, talks, and discussions take place by tens of thousands i~ 
our democratic countries; and state schooling is happily duph­
cated by hundreds of works of popularization which enable the 
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people of the West for the first time in history to take a general 
view of their own Quest: a sense of history, a feeling of dis­
covering the world, the sciences and technics, politics, religions. 
This is to say that we are already increasing-as though in 
prospect of morrows in which there will be time for song-the 
occasions for understanding our lives better and for misunder­
standing the masterpieces better also. . . . As for the quality, 
creativeness, or relative noxiousness of this invasion of culture, 
nobody can foretell anything. I am content to say that every­
thing is leading to it for both better and worse. In other words, 
everything is leading to a religious age. 

For cul~1:1re, when all is said and done, is but a diffracting l 
prism of the religious sense upon those activities of ours called 
creative, from pure mathematics to pottery, and from meta­
physics to carving furniture. That is how it is that t~hnics 
tomorrow will bring us back, practically, like science, to the re­
ligious options. And I cannot imagine any drug strong enough 
to divert the human race away from them.12 

I know well that the most intense religious life has long meant 
askesis and renunciation-in the West as in the East. (In fact, it 
is-and should be--especially accession to truth, and the means 
do not matter.) It is therefore not at all easy to see at first glance 
how a technical age can lead to religions. Askesis was actually an 
effort to resist technics in their primitive form, as mysticism was 

12 T~e boasted contempt of religious matters will have been no more than 
a transient feature of our \Vestern civilization. The intelligentsia of Berlin, 
then of N1;w York, and then part of the intelligentsia of Paris supposed in 
!he twentieth century that they were anti-religious or a-religious, and 
indeed to :1 great. extent they were. Fcench surrealism was a signal for the 
fi~st rebellion against a "rationalist" view of the world. Hence its world­
wide s~ccess up till the beginning of the second war. Andre Breton, the 
surr~ahst leader, never gave up seeking a religious vision of the world and 
of life, thereby prov\ng that he was much more of a "pagan" than J. P. 
Sa_rtre, _who places himself on the plane of morals in a prolongation of the 
e~1sten~ial de_mands of a Protestant-liberal ethics-no matter what other­
wise his atheism may be. A return to religious problems in Wesiern litera­
ture was first attempted as early as 1919, and has been growing ever since. 
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a movement to go beyond ( or to withdraw ahead of) the formu­
l~ted dogma; but both leaned on the object of their renuncia­
tion and depended closely on it. The askesis of tomorrow may 
have difficulty in taking the form of a return to nature-to 
Gandhi's hand loom, for example-since technics are what will 
make this return possible by producing leisure. And as for mys­
ticism, it presupposes above all an exact knowledge of dogma. 
"1_:yst~cism in the savage state"-to use the expression Claude! 
comed to describe the case of Rimbaud-flourishes thanks simply 
to the scattered reflections of the dogma and liturgy over the 
culture with which it is impregnated. That is why knowledge of 
the dogmas and of the fundamental options of our religions will 
be tomorrow the first precondition of the heresies and gnosis that 
are destined to appear. Otherwise these would but repeat the 
old, which did not vanish without reason, or else resurrect doc­
trines the creative style of which has had its day. 13 I do not say 
that they will forego these mistakes. But I notice that over a 
?ub~ic hitherto utterly ignorant of that order of realities, culture 
is diffusing a certain curiosity which will not be stopped short. 
Television and wireless deliver the world to your home, and the 
solemn spectacles organized by art or by sport are preparing both 
masses and individual for unexpected liturgies. The religions of 
"distraction"-in Pascal's sense of the word, which include, in 
th~ context, the great totalitarian march-pasts-will certainly 
gain from this. And it is also well known, on the other hand, 
that the passion for the occult is steadily growing in towns, 
rapidly filling the void of spirit left by materialism. Hence the 
unprecedented success of books offering recipes for happiness, 
about telepathy, eroticism, peace of mind, or enthusiasm of soul. 
Tomorrow there will be available "scientific" rules of yoga in the 
Western manner. 

13 Our orientalist sects sometimes suggest somebody who might invent a 
machine for climbing stairs instead of taking the lift. 
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Many shallow minds imagine man as a kind of balloon who 

asks only to be "lifted" as soon as he is set free from daily cares. 
The proof that he is nothing of the kind is that our greatest 
mystics lived in the worst possible physical conditions. Technics 
can do nothing for the Spirit, any more than lack of well-being 
has brought about anything against Spirit. I say only that we 
may be cast into an era where religious questions will be more 
serious than arc today material questions, economic "laws," the 
backwash of politics, the cinema, or art itself. • 

As for whether it will mean an advance or a fresh hazard­
that is a point which leads me to reconsider the meaning and final 
nature of Progress. Is it not simply an increase in the risk taken 
by man as a person, which is the risk of freedom? 

/ 



IX. 

The Ambivalence of Progress 

A SITUATION OF "CRISIS" 

NOTWITHSTANDING the illusion of us provincials of time, 
the twentieth century has no more reason than any other known 
century to be regarded as a decisive epoch, an epoch of ~ll ;: 
nothing, of final triumph or irremediable disaster. If there is the 
feeling, however, it is not only owing to the H-bomb and t 
anxiety which that keeps up. It is rather and especially that w~ 
today have grown aware of the ambivalent character of a 

~~- . 
The West is continuing, in general, the democratic exp~r~ 

ment. It witnesses the rise of science applied to sociologic 
phenomena. It expects it may soon be possible to overcome, by 
means of technics, endemic famine and a hostile nature, and to 
ensure the material well-being of the human race. But nothing 
warrants any advance estimate of the result of its undertakings, 
which may just as well be happiness as a collective stupidity, as 
likely as not a new venture of the person or an unprecedented 
tyranny. The swings of the pendulum grow longer-that at Ieast 
is certain. 

The wars of this century killed more men than all the other 
wars of our history, but mankina has multiplied at an unprece­
dented rate. The disunity of European nations has reached the 

156 
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height of absurdity, and their move toward union grows per­
ceptible at the same time. Christianity was never more powerfully 
attacked, either by the Totalitarian State or with views of the 
world drawn from science; never before, likewise, has Chris­
tianity been better purified of its thousand-year-old confusions 
with the state, with a social class, with a certain area of the 
planet, or with some particular explanation of the cosmos. 

As for the ambivalences of science, they are bound up, as we 
saw above, with the essence of that discipline, at once systematic 
and never completed, purveyor of new superstitions for the 
masses, but nourishing itself with the critical spirit and radical 
doubt, destructive of accustomed truths but creative of certitudes 
constantly being brought back into question, typically Western in 
its style and deportment, but nevertheless sure of its universal 
value and validity. 

Finally, we may observe acceleration in the rate at which in­
ventions are applied to social ends. It required at least two ~en­
turies for the consciousness of Europe to digest the discoveries of 
the Renaissance astronomers, still longer for printing to be used 
~or the mass sale of books and newspapers, and for state school­
ing to make the printed word fullv effective; whereas nowadays 
we see the "incomprehensible" theories of Einstein lead in. a 
quarter of a century to the explosion of the atom bomb, the dis­
~overy of antibiotics instantly made available commercially, the 
invention of TV transform within a single year the conditions of 
an election campaign, and, generally speaking, the most ab5tract 
aod theoretical work rroing on in laboratories of nuclear research 
b ,'c, ~ k 
. ecome at once a center of attraction for capital, industry, ban ·-
in~ speculation, and the diplomacy of states. All this, moreover, 
w1thout anybody beino- able yet to settle the question, so con­
fusedly raised, in which direction-beneficial or noxious, toward 
setting free the individual or toward incurring mass death- the 
social consequences of these researches will develop. Yet it is 
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precisely our growing awareness of the essential ambiguity of the 
results of science and technics that has fomented the "crisis" of 
the idea of Progress. 

EvoLUTION No LONGER A SYNONYM OF PROGRESS 

The idea of evolution is a kind of thinking which shot up 
vigorously in the West at the beginning of the technical and 
scientific age. Darwin applied it to living species; others, a little 
later, to civilizations, to moral doctrines, to concepts, to hist0rY, 
a~d to every cultural discipline. "The evolution of painting from 
Giotto to Manet " "The evolution of science from Sumer to our 
d ' ' • al ay ' have become phrases as familiar as "the evolution of antm 
species" or as the evolution of a disease, of an individuality, or 
of a political system. 

_T~e word was to begin with the archetype of _the kind of 
thinking which conditioned our idea of Progress, m the sense 
which Condorcet gave to the word in 1793. The two words' 
"evolution". and "progress" were synonyms during the nine­
:eent~ century, and this s;ms up the fundamental opti~is":1 of 
he middle classes then in full prosperity. But from the begmnmgs 

of the twentieth century-George Sorel's Les Illusions _du 
Progres appeared in 1905-the two notions can be seen partmg 
co . • •• 

mpany. Linear progress, continuous, setting out from pnmitive 
chaos and moving without remission in the direction of order 
a_nd complete justice, became an object of belief unverifiable 
n~~rously. On the contrary, in every sphere, collective or in­
dividual, Evolution became a scientific object both mensurable 
and open to being formulated in laws. Now, whereas Progress 
has necessarily to ascend, the greater number of evolutions that 
we have sought to measure show an ascending curve, a summit, 
then a descending curve that implies a return to 0. It grows ever 
mor d'ffi . e i cult to argue from these cycles of ''rise and fall' to the 
idea of a general and continuous ascent, such as is implied in the 
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belief in Progress. 1 Linear progress was necessarily an optimistic 
doctrine. Evolution leaves room for pessimistic views, invites 
them, and perhaps is the result of them. 

Thus there comes into our mental field the entirely novel 
notion of an evolution which was being "too swift" and, on that 
account, one likely to hinder the continuous ascent of Progress. 
We may be in danger, for instance, of finding ourselves outdis­
tanced by technics, which in that case will enslave us instead of 
setting us free. Hence the proposal of a truce in invention, put 
forward by anxious pundits. But that pessimistic attitude is no 
less utopian than the one prevalent in the day of the enthusiasts 
of a mechanical and inevitable progress. For to try to plan in­
vention would be equivalent to sterilizing it. Who can foresee the 
consequences of a mathematical theory? The atom bomb issued 
from E=mc2. \Vas Einstein to be prevented from making his 
work known or from going on with it? But in the name of what 
power of foresight, superior to that of this great and notoriously 
humanitarian brain? Once his work was done and published, 
who could prevent the imperiled '\Vest from getting out of it, on 
the one hand, the H-bomb, on the other-not so fast, it is true­
the means of meeting mankind's needs in energy with mankind 
likely to double quantitatively in a period which our grandchil­
dren will see completed? 

"There is no stopping the march of Progress," the man in the 
street concludes, and he is wrong. For there is no progress in the 
simple fact that one is on the march, if it is toward atomic death. 
Only one thing appears to me irrepressible in the \Vest, and that 
is the passion for inquiry and research. Now this passion works 
psychologically in favor of the idea of Progress, and against that 
of Evolution, which is an unconscious return ( through anxiety) 
to forms of cyclical thinking. 

1 I need hardly recall the works of Spengler and Toynbee, which have 
done so much to get people to accept the idea of an inevitable decadence 
following upon expansion. 
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WHY INQUIRY AND RESEARCH? Id for 

The civilization which arose in Europe has led the ""~:here, 
• • • h . . d ever, • th centuries. It IS still, in our time, t e one imitate still e 

even when it is being fought against. It. is therefore a5t, pres­
strongest. Nevertheless, if it is compared with others, P thern by 
ent, or in course of formation, it is seen to differ frort1 f weak-

b ces 0 two great features which are generally held to e sour disorder. 
ness: I mean, a fundamental anxiety and a permanent ans, the 

Th C • • h S • d Rorn . e hmese and Egyptians, t e umenans an d princes 
Aztecs and Mayas set up stable orders. Their priests a~ t Russia 
h A d l.k • d Sovie ad the answer to everything. n i ew1sc to ay . rnore se-
provides for a man of the masses, or forces upon hirn, cracies. 

• d f dc111° .. cunty and far fewer problems than o our ree pohtical 
(That is the whole secret of the temporary success of the ive cer-

• • fl" t mass systems called totalitarian: they provide and m ic_ rope far 
t • • • h W t d m Eu amties.) We, on the contrary, m t e es, an . 1 anxiety. 
more than in America, suffer from a kind of es:enti! \\Te have 
We never stop referring to "the confusion of the time: swamp 
the impression of living in an ever increasing chaos, in a t is the 
f d . • Wha o moral, intellectual and practical contra ictions. d" order 

' t JS , source of this fundamental anxiety and permanen 
which the best minds have deplored for centuries? back to 

They cannot be accidental. I even believe that they go . ep 
the living springs of our civilization and that they are. z~s -

' d1t1ons· arable from it. I connect them with our greatest tra • 
Ch • • • d • • • • • • due to our nst1amty an the sc1ent1fic sp1nt. Our anxiety 1s 

faith, and our uncertainties are produced by the very nature of 
our certainties. The paradox is explained fairly simply. . 

~et us take a Christian man as our example. He may read in 

Scripture that "there is none righteous, no, not one," and that 
all the same he ought to be a saint. He knows that sin consists of 
being separated from the living Truth, and that all men are sin-
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ners. So he seeks. He seeks to draw near to Truth and holiness. In 
th~ effort without end and without pause, he is nevertheless sus­
tained by his faith in grace. He is therefore perpetually anxious, 
but also one knowing why he is anxious; he knows that his 
anxiety is normal, not desperate since it is due to faith-that is 
to say, to his certainty. ' 

Let us next take the example of a man of science. He reads 
the history of the sciences. It shows him that all the "truths" set 
up by successive schools have been relative and provisional, have 
been surpassed one after the other, and that yet the raison d' elre 
of science is to grasp unshakable truths. In this effort without 
end and without pause-here also-to draw nearer to an ever 
receding goal, he is sustained by his confidence in reason and 

"f • • h" h the ven ymg experiment. The same insistence on rigor w 1c , on 
one hand, causes the certitudes which were supposed unshakable 
to be brought back into question without relaxation, is, on the 
other hand, the assurance of progress in the direction of the real. 
So it is, therefore, from disorder to a certain order, then on to a 
fresh disorder, then to a new and broader way of interpreting 
it, that Science advances. 

The Oriental raises at this point the question, does W estcrn 
man not pref er inquiry and research to full possession ~£ the 
truth? It is tempting to reply that this must be so when the liberal 
intellectuals of today are overheard reproaching the orthodox of 
every denomination with doing what they consider redhibitory, 

l f f • • ~ h • • d f h. k"1na- that name y, o re raining from furt er mqmry an o t m ::, b 
they are the receptacles of absolute truth. It would perhaps. e 

• • W d • the ex1~t-mistaken to argue from this that estern man enies • . 
ence of unconditional truth. It is simply that he ref uses to admit 
that anybody can really attain to such truth. ( A Hindu t~inks a 
man can.) If a Western man is sometimes tempted to think un­
conditional truth attainable, it is in the presence of a few great 
figures ( or, rather, outside their presence, and when they are 

L 
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MAN s WESTERN II saints. But let 

. he ca s 
viewed afar off in time or space) whoJll ·t is Jess on account 

k so l us ta e care to note that if he calls theIT1 ' because they seem 
of the intrinsic validity of "their truth" than d it perfectly. The 
indeed to have fulfilled it, lived and incarna~cg the possibility of 

• crn1n h samti, are more reassuring therefore cone f complete trut , 
b • nee o b ecoming a person than about the ex1ste hich would not e 
which would be equally valid for all, an~ w sense of the word, 
open to discovery in the active and creat~ve tates of awareness. 
but waiting only to be identified in certalil s pear to be more 

The objectives of Western inquiry thus a!alitarian political 
modest than those of Eastern religions or of tble and all-embrac­
systems, providing or imposing their indisputa_ ncY anxiety, and 
• . ffic1e ' . 
mg Truth. But the very principle of insu_ inquiry assumes, 1s 
even at times disorder which a never end1ng f progress-some 

. ' . "dea o . 
what has made possible-along with the 1 II give two telhng 
!0 rms of progress which are not illusory. I sha 
instances. e inning recipes of 
. Eastern religions have provided from the b :,e ever been suc-
1mmortality, 2 not one of which is known to ha ut into practice 
ces~ful. The West, instead, has been content t? : have within a 
the moderate recipes of scientific hygiene whtc ge of people in 
hundred years more than doubled the average a b lutelY 
h , f he same a so 

t e West. And it is the first application ° t . reas in the 
P f dden inc e ro ane hygiene that accounts for the su 
population of the East. . • f Western 

M . I d • l"fi d definition o y second instance me u es a s1mp 1 e • d 1 erY 
dem b 1. . d organize s av • ocracy: the legal a o 1tion of castes an d ly 
Condemned as a sacred institution by St. Paul an the ela~ 
Ch • • • b some technica in-nstians, rendered practically superfluous Y . r 
ventions but again defended by St Thomas Aqumas, slave Y 
was not' re-established till 1456 by ; bull of Pope Calixtus III, 

2 'Pie Hindu and Buddhist Tan_tras and the sacred books of China li~e 
pa~ticularly rich in examples of this kind. The idea that rcpre~se«;i sexua Y 
( 5 tJII more than chastity) renders immortal is one that recurs msistently. 
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which authorized Henry the Navigator to sell the African blacks 
"discovered" by his Portuguese. Columbus, half a century later, 
tried to sell the natives of Haiti, but found that he was strongly 
opposed by the Catholic kings and by the great theologians of 
the day. Finally, in 1537, Paul III forbade on pain of excom­
munication that any American Indians should be made slaves. 
Whence we jump to the history of North America down to the 
Civil War. But who will dare say that the problem has been 
completely solved, when liberals and Christians in the Uni_ted 
States still find the customs of the South a matter of complamt, 
customs which are also attacked, for that matter, and with sus­
picious vehemence, in Europe and Asia by all who admire Soviet 
Russia? The latter country has already set up again the use of 
slaves on a "scientific" and "Marxist" basis. Twenty million 
slave-comrades are employed in the erection of the "progres..ive" 
equivalent of the Pyramids! It remains that in the heart ot tbe 
Western world slavery is no more than a memory, since the pro­
letarian status, which has been, to our shame, the modern image 
of it, could be abolished in a short while thanks to the develop­
ment of technics. One conclusion is called for by this summary. 
A system of castes and slavery is normal for societies which be­
lieve that they have, and represent, Truth. The West, consistently 
or skeptically Christian, is not in that case. 

WESTERN OBJECTIVES OF PROGRESS 

. The interest of history for the West is Progress. But what is the 
Interest of Progress? It is that there should be more meaning in 
our personal lives: more delight in having what one has, in being 
what one is, in doing what one wants, in liking what one likes, 
hence more freedom. Freedom for all, it goes without saying, but 
the term has no concrete meaning except for each individually, 
the unit of measurement or, better, the organ of sensibility for 
real liberty remaining the separate self, or person. 
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No doubt other ends may be assigned to Progress, and our 
European elites do not hesitate to do so. But they betray ~he 
most astonishing inconsistency in the political opinions wluch . . ef 
they thereupon express in the name of altogether subJecuve pr -

erences, and ones generally unavowed. 
If the objective is the constant expansion of personal au~on­

omy-with each human being able more and more to achieve 
his vocation, and so be free-an objective in nowise that of the 
U.S.S.R., which is expressly collectivist, and the praxis no more 
than the theoria of the Soviets heading that way, then the 
U.S.S.R. appears, objectively speaking, to be the supreme home 
of anti-progressiveness and reaction. (Its "dialectical" reasons do 
not alter the fact; Marx would have called them "my5tifica­
tion.") If, on the contrary, the objective is a greater quantity of 
consumer goods and of individual purchasing power, then the 
most progressive country is without question the U.S.A., on~ ~f 
the most laggardly being the U .S.S.R. after more than thir ~ 
years of forced labor. If, finally, the objective is the piling up ~ 
state regulations, of the power of a state doctrine over people_s 
minds-hence practically, social entropy-then the U.S.S.R. is 
in the front rank, blazing the trail. What has taken the name of 
"progressiveness" since 1945 is therefore in face of the facts, an 

' ' antiphrasis. 
When laws forbidding judges to pronounce any but the dea~h 

sentence_ upon _rersons accused of Calvinism ( as happened in 

!ranee m the sixteenth century) arc compared with laws allo,~­
mg accu:ed perso~s not to answer incriminating questions ( as 15 
the case m the Umted States today), no conscie~tious person can 
deny that from the first to the second set of laws there has been 
P_ro?,'ess. N_ow, the int~llectuals who style themselves "progres­
sive are violently hostile to the nat· h' h d d h1· ch ion w 1c ma e an w 
respects the latter law pro 1 • • . • • I'' . , c aimmg not only their "d1alect1ca , 
but also the1r moral, admiration of th h' h re-e government w 1c 
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instates and practices laws like the former. Our "progress crisis" 
subsists on such confusions, even if it began much earlier, as has 
been seen. Other questions need, however, to be raised. 

From the materialistic standpoint, the United States ought to 
stand for real progress, indisputably. From the spiritual stand-: 
point, both the U.S.S.R. and the U.S.A. are regressive, even 
though the latter puts up with many follies on the ethical and 
religious plane which the former, having had greater experience 
of them, condemns the more severely. From the standpoint of 
the person, however, Europe, having stood back hitherto from 
the two great empires that have issued from its complex, alone 
possesses, in my view, the recipe for balance. We have come close 
to the heart of the problem. 

THE DEFINITION OF PROGRESS 

AU concrete definitions of Progress have a common character. 
They result in flagrant antinomies as soon as they are applied. 

The definition given by technics: produce ever more machines. 
But among the machines is one which mav cause in a few mo­
ments the certain death of our civilization. • 

The definition given by culture: increase and popularize the 
~eans of creating and assimilating it. But as the greatest quan­
titative successes fall regularly to the worst quality, cultural 
~rogress tends to applv its own brake if not indeed to change its . , , • 

sign suddenly and move toward anti-culture. 
~he definition given by religion: restore a common standard 

vahd for the whole of civilization and one that guarantees that 
our ' • 
1 present means and our final end5 shall be harmonized. But 

ta 1 atte~pts nowadays to institute a harmony principle have led 
o maxim d" d 
h um 1sorder and bloodshed and have acrcrravated worl ca N , b~ 

m 
0 ~· evertheless, both the various fascisms and Stalinian Com­

unisrn t • d 
th rte to meet the most urgent and general demand of 

e centurv• th I • h" h 1 • e communa nostalgia, the call to somet mg t at 
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should give a common sense and direction to our deeds and our 
dreams, our lives, our death. . . . This ever frustrated hunger 
is bound to devise other means of being duped. But the great 
heresies and variants of gnosis of tomorrow, political and spir­
itual, seem to stand no better chance of avoiding the peril of 
totalitarian tyranny and illusory escape. 

The idea of Progress seems contradictory as soon as it is at­
tempted to measure its historic effects. It would be none the less 
vain to suppose that it can be eliminated or forgotten. Let it be 
admitted that Europe, in forming it, "infected" the whole world; 
the world will never recover. Assuming the world could repress 
it one day, it would reappear irresistibly out of the sentiment of 
history which can no longer be effaced, out of the movement of 
science which is not completed, and finally out of technics, t~e 
ambiguous gifts of which neither Asia nor Africa appears dis­
posed to refuse. But Europe, being responsible for the idea of 
Progress, is also responsible for correcting it aright. . 

All the "heresies of Progress" undoubtedly originated in 

Europe, even if they have displayed their full effects only in the 
great human spaces of the Americas and of the U.S.S.R., there 
where, as though extracted from their original context, they are 
no longer checked by too many ancient customs or limitations set 
up by_ contrary excesses. If Europe today is alarmed to see what 
Amen~a has made of some technics (Taylorism or psycho­
analys1S), what the Soviets have made with belief in history, and 
what the peoples of the East the N h the far - car a5 muc as 
East-se~m in danger of doing with nationalism-in all that I 
see the sign that Europe still retai·ns th • f • • t bal-. . e meaning o mt1ma e 
ance: 1£ that meanmg were not dam d h" Id ct· . . . age , not mg wou rea , 
1£ it is _damaged, and d~es react, this shows that it exists. I shall 
accordmgly try to describe its natur d ds 

The at least diverse ori . e an consequent deman • 
. gms of European culture and still more 

the doctrme of the Man-God have d f ' • · t ' ma e o paradox an essent1a 
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and normative form of thought for the West. A form of thinking 
and of love, for all love is both of the same and of the other, 
from one's neighbor and oneself, from man and from something 
or from Someone who transcends man: all love is paradoxical. 
And where there is any attempt to escape from this essential 
paradox, love is turned into merely taking or yielding, imperial­
ism or less of the ego, exerted tyranny or suffered passion-the 
opposite of freedom. Unless the profound genius of Europe is 
that paradoxical form of active love, Europe does not deserve to 
be def ended against the forces that oppose its survival and that 
Europe created. But so long as Europe is still suffering from the 
alternating excesses of its own mistakes now magnified abroad, 
then Europe can draw up out of that secret genius the means to 
a fresh and living harmony. 

The paradoxes which have been seen to grow in number along 
the Western Quest 3 all present one great common trait: they 
cannot be overcome by the reduction of one of their terms and 
they do not bear theoretical mediation; they have therefore to 
be_ lived in tension. Whence the permanent dialectic of Western 
existence, whence the pursuit, never completed but creative, of 
forms of balance wider and more vital, and yet never made 
~table, whence the idea of Progress and also of the illusions which 
it fosters inside us. 

At the head of those illusions, I see our perfectly natural desire 
to reach z t· 
s . . so u ions that shall be final, and "mark progress," as the 
~Ying lS. It is a possibility at the level of practical life, in some 

circumscribed domain such as that of technics for instance. But 
technics d ' 

0 not cease on that account to be in tension with other 
a The Man-God h I . 

and one's n • hb • t e ncarnation, the concept of person. To love God :r o be fre~g or-as oneself. To be in the world-as though not of it. 
it. To be an and Yet resp~nsible. To be in history-and yet to be making 
dertainties-a~tonob_ous individual-but in an organized society. To find 

oxes of science to d rTmg th_em ba~k into qu,.,stion .... And all the para-
an echnics which have been noticed as we went along. 
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aspects of our existence. The illusion must then be to imagine a 
stable state, a stoppage of the Quest. That stable state could only 
be won at the price of a repression, either of technical advanc_e ( ~ 
ban on nuclear research, for example), or of the "overwhelmmg 
benefits 'vVhich may come from that advance (material abun­
ance and leisure). In both cases, it is the elimination of the 
hazards inherent in the Quest that would be attempted. And the 
same holds for attempts once for all to resolve our tensions­
social or political, cultural or religious. We should never do. so 
except either by sacrificing one of the two opposite terms m­
volved-that is how every tyranny and anarchy proceeds-or 
else by obtaining the neutralization of both terms-the equivalent 
of "thermic death" for human societies. 

A second type of illusion is due to our habit of applying the 
idea of progress to spheres in which it is not development but the 
moment and the action that count. I take the example of the 
arts. If it is true that Einstein's relativity represents a progression 
over Newtonian physics, and if the electronic brain is an advan~e 
on Vaucanson's automata, it docs not follow that the latest in 
time of our atonal or sound-effects modes marks any progress on 
Mozart. For there is no going "beyond" l\fozart: he is sufficient 
unto himself. He is not a transitory stage in some collective 
pursuit or inquiry, never ended· he is a completed work a crca· 

• • ' ' I 
tlve act. A most curious Western superstition is disclosed here· 
Prisoners of history or of chronology, we have come to the point 
of im~gining that the extreme vanguard is equivalent to progress· 
To differ s~ems to us superior in itself to resembling no matter 
what, espec1~lly to resembling masterpieces. This is to place our­
selves excessively under tribute to whatever is declared to have 
been "left behind." It is to prevent ourselves from being really up 
to date, really modern, as were, without aiming to be, everY 
century and every ~rtist before us. This artistic vanguardisrn, 
based upon an abusive belief in history 1·s 1·n f d. • ·sh· , course o 1mm1 
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ing or paralyzing thousands of young painters, poets, and musi­
cians. "What is there left to do after Schonberg or Picasso?" they 
ask anxiously. Certainly, the taste for being different is one of 
the permanent marks of the West. But that taste is only truly 
creative when it spontaneously expresses a person and his voca­
tion; it is sterile and a caricature when it is made systematic, 
and we pretend to proceed by exclusion of the models provided 
by history. The arts do not progress, for they are not made up of 
"currents" but of significant works. The East has always under­
stood this, and should be now teaching it to us afresh, instead of 
losing its virtue by copying us. The measure of great art is love, 
not the manner of expression; sublimity, not difference; an 
achievement valid for all, not some small variation momentarily 
odd. • . . But this is only a parenthesis. 

Purified of the illusions most widely popular at the moment, 
the idea of Progress is now seen to combine with that of an ac­
cretion of meaning and an enlargement of the human hazard. 

But it is important to be perfectly clear about the meaning of 
the Word "hazard" in this context. 

I mean a dialectical hazard. It consists of a twin possibility, 
:hich_ it creates. It opens up two divergent ways, one leading to 

1 possibly fatal danger, the other to new hazards and fresh chal­
enges. The danger which appears from one direction is no longer 
~ true hazard, if it puts a full stop to human development and 
U~rs ch~ice to a person. In that sense, the real risk suffered hy 
f Y~es is not from the final sinking of his ship, but in his con-
inuing at sea through repeated trials and tests which call forth 

ever more • d ' 
h t • vane and profound resource. Let us take a blazingly 
ti instance. The cobalt bomb is a "hazard " and a greater one 

an that of th H b b . ' . 
Pro . e - om • It is not on that account the sign of 

gression and f • b f b" . be . ' or it to e or idden by both sides could not considered . 
trary th a reactionary step. Progress implies, on the con-

, at such "h els" h 1 . azar s ou d be got nd of, because they 
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would end the Quest. On the other hand, it requires the con· 
tinuation of purely scientific research of the kind that may easily 
result in the bomb and its effects as in abundance and leisure-­
which latter will not fail in turn to set up fresh hazards both 

vaster and more significant. 
As one draws nearer to a summit, the horizon expands, but 

dizziness also grows more fascinating; joy exceeds fatigue, but 
any false step will be fatal. 

There is progress when the challenge widens, and comp_els 
man to raise questions and to take decisions ever more extensi:e 
in range, ever more embracing in aim, and ever more decisive 10 

meaning. . 
A hazard-in the sense I mean-occurs whenever a man JS 

confronted by options steadily more significant, so that they exact 
from him a more profound awareness of his final ends. Eve~y 
creative act, by resolving the contradictions which subtend ~t, 
opens up a virgin field to fresh conflicts, and these in turn will 
call for new acts of invention, and so on. . 

I believe I have said enough in the course of the preceding 
h f • of c apters or the reader to have recognized that the signs 

Progress in the definition which I off er are akin to the signs of 
the person. In truth, the former issue from the latter. The para· 
doxes and tensions, the perpetual ambivalences, which will have 
b t• d • h • of een no ice m t e march of Progress, arose with our notion 
the person, itself the issue of the trinitarian discussions that gave 
shape to_ the great options whereby the West was engendered. 

That 15 why the person is the sole judge, and also the measure, 
of Progress. That Progress deserves the name and actually ad· 
vances is something we are able to tell from the status of the 
person in our society. 

Will our height~ed awareness of space and of historical time, 
our deeper acquaintance with matter d th d the . an e cosmos, an 
opening out by the technical venture of "b"l" • f eral· poss1 1 1ties o gen 
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ized culture serve our prospects of becoming more nearly the 
persons we might be? The answer will not be vouchsafed by in­
quiry. The person is not mensurable; it measures. It is therefore 
not a statistical object; and, by definition, it will always elude 
the calculations of electronic brains. The person alone knows the 
person in others, even as only active love discovers our neighbor. 
How determine in our present world that the person feature 
grows more frequent and larger-that would be the sole evi­
dence of Progress-and that liberty is gaining upon its enemies? 
Strictly speaking, the matter is one of faith, and of spiritual sen­
sibility in a man; and, more generally, of human sympathy. We 
need greatly to love the people we see leading their lives to 
discern in them traces of their true vocation, and to feel what 
really wounds their dignity. 

If, then, I now affirm my faith in Progress, it is not at the 
logical end of a more or less competent appraisal of our world as 
it wags ( I have everywhere found but ambivalence), but in 
virtue of an act of hope, from which I have done my best to 
eliminate the motives due to current illusions. 

The ideal of personal progress, the ambiguous enl_arge~ent of 
a man's powers over himself and over the cosmos m whi~h. he 
exists, although properly Western through its historic~ ongms, 
seems to me none the less universal in its purest reqwrements. 
On that account it can be accepted by the East. And I know ' • • • d 
of no other that offers us better chances of one day seemg 3ome 
together the Way and the Quest. 





Part Three 

WHERE ARE WE GOING? 





X. 

The Western Drama 

THIS book is no doubt but one sign among thousands of the 
awakening of the West to self-awareness that will mark the 
twentieth century. 

As always happens, such self-awareness is brought about by 
some stoppage of normal action, such as a brutal failure, a 
sudden calling in question, imprisonment, or the prospect of 
death. This is indeed our present situation. ( And I speak espe­
cially for Europe, but the Americans are not oblivious to the fact 
that their health partly depends on ours.) Here is Europe in crisis 
and disjoined, turned out of the other continents where it had 
long lorded it, shut up in its "Asiatic cape" by the Communist 
iron curtain and the revolt of its colonies, suddenly brought face 
to face with the possibility of definitive decadence, and compelled 
to ask what it is still worth to the world. Europe then grows 
aware of what it has stood for, and of what it might be yet. It 
discovers its vocation ( which it had so often betrayed) now that 
it is challenged either to unite in order to live again or else to go 
down into the catacombs of history. 

Let us try to estimate the scope of the success of the West in 
the modern era. Toynbee warns us-and with what abundant 
justice !-against those illusions that might be called cultural 
narcissism. But how agree with him when he draws from the in-
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stance of the Greco-Roman world reasons for refuting the belief 
that "we, in the course of the last few centuries, did something 
in the world which has had no precedent"? Alexander conquered 
only a quarter of what was the known land area of the world in 
his day. If he imagined that it was the whole world, he was mis­
taken. But his mistake is not one that we can repeat. What has 
Europe done since the fifteenth century down to the present day? 
It has not only shed its radiance over the whole-at last known, 
and known thanks to Europe alone-of the planet; it has not 
only influenced, colonized, or turned into vassals according to 
circumstances, the whole of Africa, the two Americas and Aus­
tralasia, and the southern part of Asia (in different degrees, but 
degrees at least equal to those attained in their empires by the 
Diadochi and the Mongolian khans) ; but, further, Europe has 
never ceased exerting over all differing civilizations an intel­
lectual and technical superiority which was never contested. If 
today peoples affected by European methods of thinking, mate­
rial production, and state organization are making themselves 
politically independent, I see it far less as a sign of revolt against 

European imported methods than as a decisive proof of their 
success. The Greeks and Romans did not enjoy a margin of indis­
putable superiority over the Hindus and Chinese. But where may 
we look in the twentieth-century world for another civilization 
fitted to surpass that spread by the West? Do not the U.S.S.R. 
and China represent samples of the ( overswift) Westernization 
of a large portion of mankind at least as much as a political set­
back for the West? And if we confine ourselves to the plane of 
religions, Christianity has not conquered the whole world, and is 
even in retreat in the Communist empire, but it has shed its 
radi_ance-alone in known history till the appearance of the 
Soviet gospel-on all the peoples of the earth and it still nour­
ishes as vigorously as ever the ambition to co~vert them. There 
again, no precedent is afforded by the religion of the Roman 
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Ei:n~ire, which, so far as I know, never called forth a single 
m1ss10nary vocation. 

It is thus less the revolt of the world than the internal vicis­
situdes of the Western Quest that have brought about the dra­
matic crisis in which we have been living since 1914, and the 
focus of which is the very place the Quest set out from-Europe. 

Selecting three symptoms of the crisis-the disunion of Europe, 
the proletarian status, and the crisis in democracy-I shall at­
tempt their rapid diagnosis and especially their prognosis. 

DISUNION OF EUROPE 

This is due to nationalism, which, on being propagated among 
other peoples, has had the effect of uniting them-against 
Europe. Facing twenty small nations which persist in styling 
themselves "sovereign," but not one of which can defend itself 
alone, we have the compact Soviet bloc, a hostile Islam, and 
Asia which is expelling us. 

Although Europe discovered all the continents, it had to feel 
endangered in order to discover that it was itself a unit superior 
and anterior to its nations. But this awareness-the indispensable 
prelude to any attempt at union on the political plane-does not 
yet extend beyond restricted elites, which are, for that matter, 
curiously heterogeneous. 'Whatever success, and early or delayed, 
may await the movement to unite Europe-it is far too soon to 
appraise it, . after a few years of ill-co-ordinated efforts-what 
matters to me here is the fact itself, that such a movement should 
have appeared at such a moment in the development of the West. 

In a world perspective, two very different attitudes can be 
adopted to present-day Europe-disjoined and beating a retreat. 

It is possible to consider that Europe has had its day and has 
contributed what it could for the benefit of the human race. 
(This is perhaps a little more than has been contributed in the 
same length of time by all the other areas of the planet added 

M 
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together, but anyhow it has been given, once for all.) It is pos­
sible to consider that the whole world has had the secrets of its 
sciences, adopted its political frameworks, its principal values, 
and its technics, and will be able henceforth to cultivate these 
without Europe. And as for Christianity, that is not European 
property. Europe can accordingly disappear without fuss from 
the play of historical forces without causing much loss to the 
world; on the contrary, it is Europe which, in the course of this 
century, has caused the most frightful turmoil. Let the Americas, 
and Asia, and tomorrow Africa, take over "the torch of civiliza­
tion." 

But it is possible to consider, instead, that Europe is in the 
best position to seek and find remedies for the diseases bred on 
its soil. It certainly invented total war, but it also devised pacifism 
-the Christian idea of condemning war. It certainly created 
nationalism but also the federal idea; anarchical individualism, 

' but also the spirit of the communes, of trade unions and co-
operative societies. Everything accordingly singles Europe out to 
foment the antibodies that will render mankind immune to some 
of the viruses Europe was alone in propagating. In saving itself 
by federation ( an arrangement far older than its nationalism) , 
it can off er the world the recipe and the model of a fruitful 
transcendence of the national framework. 

That is why the supporters of a united Europe are convinced 
that they serve all things human when they take up arms-first 
of all in their native homestead-against an inveterate national­
ism, the fomenter of wars, in favor of a world open to creative 
exchanges of fruitful hazards. They feel that they are the real 
heirs of the Western Quest. They are well aware that a federated 
Europe, resuming its proper plac~ in history, will be neither the 
supreme solution nor the completmn of the Quest. But their very 
effort witnesses that they are already conscious of a Western 
vocation. And their struggle to obtain the Europe they want, 
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against the Europe which they do not want and which is falling 
apart, guarantees the human validity of their activity. Such a 
battle cannot be lost-whatever its collective result-except by 
him who gives up. 

SECESSION OF THE PROLETARIAT 

This is due to the anarchical development of industry in a 
civilized atmosphere which increases resistance and opposition to 
the full expansion of technics and its liberating results. Several 
million workers, in each of our largest countries, lead an existence 
comparable (from the standpoint of social status) with that of 
pariahs and coolies; no doubt, less arduous physically, but more 
cruel morally, owing to the mere fact that the ideals and beliefs 
in force-equality, progress, democracy-make their status an 
offense, far from justifying it by any dialectic or any fatalistic 
doctrines. They live in hideousness, remote from culture, most 
frequently outside any kind of religion, as though on the margin 
of their nation, whose political system, however liberal it may 
be, they look upon as responsible for their condition. 

Every civilized people has known what it is for classes to be 
condemned to hereditary poverty. Never before, however, had a 
proletariat been created so directly from the operation of the very 
principle of progress, nor in such flagrant contradiction with the 
ideals of a society. The offense having appeared with the same 
suddenness as technics, at the beginning of the nineteenth cen­
tury, the result has been that Europe was the first to grow alive 
to it, in an awareness doubtless not unanimous but particularly 
sharp among the best. Its religion fitted it less than any other to 
put up with or ignore the injustice, and even those who no longer 
subscribed to that religion still preserved the moral exigencies of 
the Decalogue and the Gospel; first Proudhon and then Marx 
prove that. Whence the immense movement, as quickly as the 
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middle of the century, in the direction of everything that is em­
braced by the term socialism-from Marxism to trade unionism, 
and from the splendid reveries of Fourier to the co-operative 
societies. Whence the set of laws tending to protect workers from 
the alternating excesses of inhuman working conditions and 
unemployment. Whence lastly the radical idea-radical and 
yet agreeable to the genius of the technical era-of holding in 
prospect the abolition of the proletarian status. 

It is typical of the West that an ambition of the kind should 
have arisen there, and then have been considered by many as 
both right and feasible, and neither completely absurd nor sacri­
legious. But there is no agreement on how it is to be done. Some 
put their faith in revolution: the Soviet example tends to show 
that this solution, far from raising the standard of living for pro­
letarians, lowers that of the whole people, and that such a re­
gressive progress is obtained only at the price of the enslavement 
of everybody to a few leaders, nine out of ten of whom soon 
con£ ess to being either traitors or incompetent. Another school 
backs technics. It has on its side the only possible but not certain 
future. For success with technics depends on a number of con­
ditions, to fulfill which Europe still has a long way to go. Europe 
would indeed have to give up the sly resistance of its popular 
medieval layers to the full use of mechanization. the nations of 

' Europe would have to give up their dreams of self-sufficiency, 
open their stifling frontiers, and build together a great common 
market; and finally, and especially, it would have to be decided 
to set up a system ( the name does not matter) which would 
share out the benefits of technics as much • k' d · 1 · . . . • m m as m e1sure, 
mstead of re-mvestmg men's toil in the · f • t pursuit o msensa e 
profits. But that throws us back to the gen 1 bl I . . era pro em of cu ture 
and education--chansm and hazard for E 

I . 1 . urope. 
t 1s p am that the United States ha 1 d h s so ve t e first two prob-
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lems-but at less cost than Europe, hence with less value as an 
exa~ple •. The third problem has met with the beginning of a 
solution m the Scandinavian countries only. It remains the 
gravest and most urgent question confronting the whole of the 
West. 

The proletarian status is one there is no reason to perpetuate 
beyond the century of electronics and nuclear energy, provided 
we dare to run the risks of leisure, meet the challenge of bore­
dom, and further the real ambitions of that democracy we claim 
to defend. 

THE CRISIS IN DEMOCRACY 

This is due to the fact that the parliamentary system and uni­
versal suffrage are being accepted everywhere, even in Asia, at 
the moment that the great problems of the state and of economics 
elude the understanding of the electoral masses and of the elites, 
while technicians more and more fail to take comprehensive 
views. Once the art of government has become a science, to vote 
on a party basis for or against a bill for social reform, or for some 
financial or technical arrangement, is to make Boyle's law or the 
law of the excluded middle depend on a majority. . 

This profound and constitutional fo1Iy can only grow worse m 
those political regimes which try to play the game. (Dictatorshi~s 
flatly cheat.) There is only one thing to say in its favor: public 
common sense can sometimes make up-let us say, once i_n ev~ry 
two occasions, which is not so bad-for the absence of d1Tectmg 
ideals in rulers and technocrats, where it is a question of measures 
the mechanics of which the masses do not understand very well, 
but the final intentions of which, even when hidden or unco~­
scious, they guess at. However that can hold only on two c0nd1• 
• ' d .d on hons. The first is that the voter should only have to eci e up 

questions within his reach-local dispositions, of which he 1:1ay 
quickly check the success or failure, and altogether queStI0ns 
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which are to be judged on general conditions or on those of 
morality, like disarmament, federation, regulation of morals, 
modification of the political system. Thi5 is the federalist line, 
contrary to Jacobin state socialism, totalitarian and centralizing. 
The second condition is that common sense should be allowed 
to correct the lack of technical knowledge, and it is a condi­
tion harder to set out. It is a matter of confidence-a con­
fidence freely given ( not by some party decision) either to a 
man or to a political regime. For the man or the regime in 
whom confidence is shown thereupon feels responsible and be­
comes responsible. This public sentiment and this reality are 
to be found especially, it would seem, in the countries on which 
the Reformation made its mark-Northern Europe, Switzer­
land, the United States-which turn out to be at the same 
time, let us notice the countries which have suffered the fewest 

' revolutions, and which have the fewest Communists. 1 In Latin 
nations, the contrary is to be observed, and the voter decides less 
on the facts and men than on the basis of traditional a priori 
beliefs, and with a radical suspicion of the opposite parties and 
the powers. (The great majority of French and Italian voters 
who regularly cast their votes for the Communist party are 
simply discontented: they show that they are against the regime 
in office generally, as a man is anticlerical forever. A convinced 
minority votes, on the contrary, for "the Party" as others for the 
Church.) So long as the spirit of personal decision, the hazard 
and health of democracy, is not openly cultivated, Communism 
( or its Fascist substitutes) will continue to stand a chance in 
Europe. 

1 They are also the countries in which the sense of the private gr<>uP, 
formed spontaneously by citizens who feel responsible for public affairs, has 
more authority than the central state, and influences the latter in a thousand 
ways. The nonconformity of Protestant denominations paradoxically favors 
the formation of a common opinion, whereas the Roman centralist tradition 
yroduces between right and left, clericals and anticlericals, inexpliable war-
are, and cuts the nations in twain. 
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COMPARATIVE HAZARDS 

Parodying Lenin, we may say that Stalinism equals Marxism 
plus electricity, plus Byzantine despotism; that is to say, a syn­
thesis of tyranny a l'orientale, of technics a l'occidentale, and of 
an allegation of moral principles (such as justice, civic sense, 
puritanism, progressivism, etc.), which derive from the Chris­
tian tradition. All that makes up a fairly complex religion t<;> 
seduce both Eastern peoples in the very midst of material poverty 
and us in the West in the very midst of moral anarchy. Has this 
world religion any prospect of replacing its great and only rival­
Christianity? 

From the standpoint of tactics, the Soviets stand to win. For 
at the very moment in which Christianity has abandoned forcing 
itself upon souls by political and military conquest, Bolshevism 
has borrowed that ancient method ( as shown in China and the 
European satellites). Russia thus steps into the shoes of Islam, 
of Catholic authoritarianism, of orthodox collectivism, and the 
doctrine of the Lutheran princes, Cujus regio ejus religio. But 
simultaneously we see Christianity-and the Roman Church it­
self-relinquishing temporal power in order the better to comply 
with its spiritual mission. To the Caesaro-Papism of Moscow, the 
political West opposes only profane and completely secularized 
powers: its statesmen, apart from possible exceptions, do not 
claim to behave as Christians, whereas the Russian and satellite 
hierarchs all act strictly in the role of Bolsheviks. Whence the 
enormous tactical advantage of the Muscovite universal Church. 

Strategically, the prognosis is different. The message of Stalin­
ism is not more liberating, more demanding and pacifying than 
that of Christianity for man and the individual spirit. It does 
not adapt itself to opposition-the life of civics-nor to the spirit 
of criticism and free inquiry-the life of science-which in its 
turn is indispensable for the progress of technics, failing which 
no power will be able to predominate. Finally, by denying all 
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transcendence, Stalinism relaxes the springs of creative anxiety, 
and is bound to bring about a static condition of culture and of 
society. 

But Christianity, on the contrary, however poorly practiced it 
goes on being, has nevertheless established in the course of twenty 
centuries its ability either to produce or absorb the greatest 
novelties of every category-art, science, and philosophy-with­
out being false to its evangelical principles, and to endure without 
profound change through the most varied political systems. It has 
never given up being missionary, and witnessing to every people 
its unvarying truth and universal ambition. It has never ceased 
to offer to all men of whatever race or class, or at whatever stage 
of development, the possibility of conversion to it and of becom­
ing "new men." It ought therefore to win in the long run­
although such a prognosis is dependent upon our very short 
human views. ( In fact, it has "won" as soon as a man believes 
it, for two thousand years past and on forever, for each and for 
all, against nobody.) 

THE HISTORY OF THE WORLD BEGINS IN THE 

TWENTIETH CENTURY 

To say that Huang-Ti's empire in his legend was "the greatest 
power in the world" is to say nothing, because there then existed 
no mensurable and finite world. Of many other empires it has 
been imagined that they were the greatest, in their district of 
t?e planet. But Europe first rendered the history of the world 
simultaneous. To begin with, thanks to the Great Discoveries, 
enum~rating civilizatio~s, and then by the export of its technics. 
America and Communism have finished the task before our eyes­
Hencefo.rth the times and pulse of civilizations and their nations 
are destmed to agree; by war very often 8• • t ood . . . , mce man 1s no g , 
but m the direction of peace whenever • h d by . agreement IS reac e 
the exchange of virtues and vices in th t 1 es rugg e. 
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The pulse of history is dictated today by two antagomstlc 
powers which already resemble one another-Euramerica and 
Eurasia. The Communist pulse and the Western pulse seem 
destined indeed to force themselves of necessity upon Mother 
Asia. They already divide her into two halves. How shall they be 
harmonized? That would be to make a synthesis of faith and 
utopia. It can be expected that utopia, after not coming off for 
a long time, will be def eat ed. Or else the West, wearying of its 
freedom, will one day give way to utopia almost at the end of 
its tether .... But this is to judge according to our present 
passions. It may be that a more general logic, regulated by tech­
nics and demography, will soon alter the world game. 

I cast my mind forward to the end of this century, and I then 
see that the problem will no longer be in the least capitalism or 
Communism, U.S.A. or U.S.S.R. On one side will be the still 
underdeveloped countries which will have doubled their popula­
tion, and on the other side the countries that will more or less 
balance their production effort. The great anxieties of the years 
of the cold war will either have dropped into the background, or 
else have been forgotten. The situation of the U.S.S.R. (helped 
by the West?) will have improved so much that the Russians will 
now belong to t:1e side of the haves, and be faced by China, the 
leading country on the side of the have nots. Everything will 
then be ostensibly reduced to the thousand-year-old dialogue 
~etween the poor, populous, but religious East and the pro!ane, 
~ich, and less populated West. ·But already the two terms will ~e 
in course of changing. The West, hc!,ving discovered leisure, ~ill 
turn to religion and the diversions of culture. The East, havmg 
discovered technics and the means of overcoming its poverty, will 
~ut a commensurate brake on its prolificness, and begin to think 
in European categories. Will the relative unification of the tw_o 
halves of mankind thereupon be achieved under the sign-albeit 
an ambiguous sign-of technical and social progress? 



XI. 

Where the Quest and the Way 

Come Together 

A DIALOGUE Is NECESSARY AND PossIBLE 

BETWEEN East and West up till this century any dialogue has 
invariably been broken off, either because the participants were 
nonplused having hardly begun, or else because it quickly de­
generated into alternating military pressures,1 so that as many 
lasting misunderstandings were produced as irregular exchanges 
were fostered. 

Alexander did not reach Chandragupta, the great emperor of 
the Ganges. Plano Carpino's mission failed. Joannes de Monte­
corvino arrived too late at the meeting place with the aged 
Kubla Khan, a Christian woman's son. The few embassies that 
succeeded in traveling between China and the popes of Rome or 
Avignon, thanks to the good offices of the Nestorian princes of 
Asia and the Franciscan friars, brought about no more than 
primitive exchanges of grandiose pretensions in the void. Before 
Christianity, Europe had undergone repeated one-way invasions 
from the religions of the Near East-the Great Goddess Isis and 

' 
1 From the ~af;l <?f the. Medes to Port Arthur, including the conquests of 

Alexander, Attila s mcun1on, the Crusades the M 1· h N1"cop· 
l• d L t th h h . , ongo 1an onrus , o 1s an epan o, en t e s ort period-spectac la d h 'th con• 

sequences---0£ European colonial rule. u r an eavy WI 
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Serapis, Mithra, and the Invincible Sun. Then the Christianized 
West reversed the flow. It turned missionary in Asia, set up 
bishoprics all over Mongolian China, in Turkestan, and on the 
coast of India, during those Middle Ages in which people in 
Europe did not even know the name of Hinduism, Buddhism, or 
Tao.2 At last, in modern times, Jesuits and Protestants undertook 
the evangelization of non-Mahomctan Asia, but colonialism and 
technics, then Bolshevism and nationalism, obtained much vaster 
and more spectacular results, to the detriment of Asiatic peace 
and Western moral prestige. So, during thousands of years of 
commercial and warlike exchanges, of blind e.."ploitation of the 
one by the other, no dialogue of minds took place. 

However, the nineteenth century was going to throw down the 
groundwork of such a dialogue, and the twentieth century, to 
remove the chief obstacle to its start. Oriental studies in the West 
did not become systematic till the rise of German Romanticism. 
A little later, "the Father of Modern India," Ram Mohan Roy, 
founder of the Bramo Samaj, came under liberal Protestant in­
fluences, and, in return, his disciples have supplied the West with 
the most widespread, if not the most exact, interpretation of 
Hindu thought. 3 Lastly, the voluntary or compulsory relinquish­
ment of European colonies in Asia has just abolished the most 
irritating cause of the sense of inequality that obstructed any 
fruit£ ul dialogue. 

At the same time as a dialogue becomes possible, it is seen to 
be necessary. And I mean a real dialogue, at the level of religions 
and philosophies; that is to say, at the level on which civiliza-

ab; Buddhist ii:ifiitrations (for that matter, spreading Manichaeism) prob­
k Y occurred m the twelfth century in the south of France, but were not 

nown as such at the time. 
8 hRamakrishna is the most well known of them in Europe ( cf. his biog­

~hp Y by Romain Rolland). On the other hand the Brahma Samaj opened 
e way to Mrs. Annie Besant's theosophy the 'theories of which, although 

~Pen io I much criticism from the standp~int of Hindu orthodoxies, have 
evert e ess drawn many Western minds to India. 
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tions and cultures are created. Now that exchanges are actually 
increasing, that Asia is being industrialized, and that the age of 
travel has put an end to our separation ( we now do in a day by 
air the journey which took two years in the time of Plano Car­
pino and Marco Polo), it becomes urgent to correct the aberra­
tions which have been due to anarchical contacts in every sphere. 

Every exchange is ambivalent. It can destroy as much as it can 
fructify. The adoption of our machinery, and of certain beliefs 
grounded upon our science of matter, can arrest in other civiliza­
tions the normal development of their spiritual or physio-psycho­
Iogical sciences. And this at the very moment that the West 
begins to suspect that these other sciences may be "true" also, 

/ and even prove vital. As the Quest draws near the Way, one 
ought to integrate the other (but at the price of sacrifices which 
might be in no way rewarding) or else some transcendental 
principle should be sought. The nature of such a principle C. G. 
Jung in Europe, Aurobindo in India, have striven to catch a 
glimpse of. 

?n behalf of a sort of pragmatism now in vogue, it will be 
Objected here that it is dangerous to want to contrast and com­
pare doctrines and principles, and both safer and easie~ to take 
as the ground of understanding what are called "practical con­
vergences''-that is to say concretely, the material needs of the 
East, overpopulated and underfed. "One does not talk philoso­
phy or religion to those who are asking, above all, for bread. A 
famished stomach has no ears." Jt may seem, however, that the 
?pposite is true; that the replete do not listen, and that anxiety 
IS the mother of thinking. Had the Ancient Hindus, the Sume­
rians, the Egyptians, and the Romans said in their day, "No 
culture so long as men and women are hungry," there would be 
no civilization now. We should be without the technical means 
of fighting famine. And there is a further point. To adopt tech­
nical needs as the ground of understanding between the two 
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cultures is to compel a dialogue to begin with a Western bias, 
when actually a footing of equality is desirable; and the dice 
would, so to speak, be loaded for the sole benefit of the West 
( and not the best West at that). The East, suddenly brought 
face to face with those partial results of our values represented 
by technics and machinery, may certainly find in them the means 
of f ceding its myriad mouths, but it will also risk suffering more 
seriously from them in other respects. It is far less fitted to cope 
with the evils of a system of technics which is alien to all its sys­
tem of thought than the \,Vest was to meet the same challenge. 
We were on the defensive against many abuses, and this thanks 
to the very notions-religious notions-that had made a normal 
use of technics possible. But the Hindu and Buddhist East is 
being subjected, by the presence and temptation of the same 
tcchnics, to a genuine blackmail. Either its peoples must die 
because they multiply too fast, or else they will be constrained to 
adopt our methods, and with them-without either knowing it 
or accepting it-a set of options which are not oriental. To 
transcend that alternative-ruinous to the spirit or to bodies, as 
you please-is not a matter for commercial experts, nor for 
politicians, nor even for sociologists. A real dialogue cannot be 
set up accordingly except at the level of the basic options, which 
are of the metaphysical order. 

THE DIFFICULTY OF A DIALOGUE 

Let us take a concrete instance. That of the technical help 
which the West is called upon to give to Asia. "It is necessary to 
analyze the intimate relations that exist between economic con­
ditions and cultural values," wrote the swami, Sicidcswaramanda. 
And I endorse his words the more fully, that he thereby justifies 
one ambition of this book. But he continues without transition: 
"When millions of men in the East have nothing to cat, to talk 
of humanism and of the development of man's ideal is but a 
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caricature: effective measures must be taken to get rid of igno­
rance, hunger, and disease." 4 The words deserve serious exami­
nation. 

We were being told yesterday ( either in the East, or in those 
Western circles that like to talk about our decadence): "You 
have neglected Mind and Spirit, your values are materialistic, 
and you only believe in technics." We are being told today: 
"Don't come and talk to us of your humanistic or spiritual values, 
when by millions we are dying of hunger. Save our bodies with 
your technics." And of course we shall not refuse to do this: it 
would be against our values and our Christian absolutes. But our 
technics too arose out of those values, which you have long re­
jected. You have pref erred the Impersonal Spirit, contemptuous 
of matter and body. That fundamental preference is not uncon­
nected with the physical ills from which you suffer. And now you 
want the consequences of our values, which you think false, to 
save you from the consequences of your beliefs, which you go on 
thinking superior. Is there not here something deeply unfair? Is 
it not time to admit that our values have not after all been so 
bad, since the results that follow logically from them are alone 
capable of curing the ills either permitted or put up with by 
your spirituality, which was after all not so good? 

To which other swamis, more orthodox ( and certainly also 
many men in the West), would not fail to reply that indeed 
Spirit cannot be affected by what attacks the body, the needs of 
which cannot be considered primordial. The truths of the East 
thus retain their full right to condemn the mistakes of the West. 
At the same time, the West is obliged, on account of its beliefs 
and its scheme, to come to the help of Orientals. 

I am not deciding the matter, but there it is. It must be met 
frankly, if a worth-while dialogue is desired. 

: Quoted from p. 228 of Humanism and Education in West and East, a 
vo ume produced by UNESCO in 1953. 
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Another instance may make perceptible the difficulties inherent 
in a meeting of the great doctrines of East and West. I call it the 
paradox of unity. The ·western view of unity is essentially exclu­
sive, whereas the Eastern is inclusive. The unity invoked by the 
Pauline Epistles is synonymous with Love, with the absence of 
hostile parties and fanatical opposition; but in the Church, as 
early as the great councils, and without any doubt by contamina­
tion with imperial ambition ( Byzantine as much as Roman), it 
became the synonym of uniformity authoritatively established. 
Whence the passionate hostility to those who differed on points 
of doctrine or dogma, the rigid opposition to other forms of 
religion, and the relentless exclusion of heresies. Actually, the 
dogmas of the Church were put together with ejaculations of 
anathema. On looking closely at Father Danzinger's Enchiridion, 
a collection of articles of faith and conciliar and papal decisions, 
we see very quickly that the dogmatic tradition prospered and. 
was enriched thanks chiefly to heresies, their successive condem­
nations forming the stratifications ( and not the development) of 
orthodoxy. This has tended to become more and more like the 
negative of doctrines ( or individual opinions) which it has de­
clared anathema. On the contrary, the Upanishads adopt and 
foster a reverse attitude; the acceptance of every form of adora­
tion that man can imagine in the presence of God. All roads lead 
to God, says in effect the Bhagavad Gita ( chapters IV, VII, and 
IX especially). All roads should lead to Rome first, says the 
Catholic Church. And the Reformers were not less exclusive, 
even though they simplified the system of references and ex­
cluded the criteria of exclusion reputed to be nonevangelical, but 
that was in order to make still more absolute those which they 
maintained or restored. Nevertheless, Vedantic toleration brought 
India to resignation, whereas the authoritarian unitarianism of 
the West incited creative tendencies, reinforced diversities, and 
favored in practice the free choices of the person. ,v e are called 
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upon to compare two systems of basic conventions, the one 
tolerant and inclusive, the other unitary but creative of dynamic 
diversities. 

Opposite the difficulties, of which I have given but two ex­
amples, certain convergences take form. Proof of "reality" by 
means of matter is something which the West is in course of 
passing beyond, whereas the traditional Hindu cosmogony gains 
in "scientific" verisimilitude from the Western standpoint. And 
the psychology of the unconscious, as inaugurated by Freud and 
developed by Jung, links up with the experience of the Yogis, 
which is derived from a physiology not materialistic but "mys­
tical." 

WE OUGHT TO COMPARE OUR DREAMS 

At the present stage of the Western Quest it seems as though 
there is only one of mankind's constant dreams which is not open 
theoretically to being fulfilled: the dream of knowing the thither 
side of death. But nearly all the others: to fly in the air, to go 
down to the bottom of the sea, to make gold, to grow young 
again, to journey over the moon,· to read other people's thoughts, 
to kill or cure without contact-all that has arrived or will be 
there soon. Already we fly, transmute metals, exceed the velocity 
of sound, prolong twice or thrice the average span of life, see 
what is going on in the antipodes, speak with the invisible, slay 
at a great distance, and hold communication with the moon. 
Already w~ ~?~w the theoretical principles for fulfilling plenty of 
other poss1b1ht1es we dream of. It would be surprising if one 
amon_g them should turn out to be forever utopian, and to show 
that ~t was_ would mean a discovery as interesting as the dis­
coveries which would lead to its being carr'ed t l OU, , • , 

In the lump and taking all together, everything happens as 
though our dreams were pledges of our f t z·t· d thus . u ure rea z zes, an 
stood for a kznd of memory antz'cz·p t • th· s a zng zngs to come; a 



WHERE THE QUEST AND THE WAY COME TOGETHER 193 

though man were potentially all that he can imagine, as though 
truth were destined to become one day what we now dream it 
is, and that alone. Man is defined by his dreams, which, far more 
than action, shape his reality. 

But what is the oriental dream? We wanted to master ph-ysis, 
they, psyche. We have largely succeeded. But our success raises 
other and vaster questions. What is to be done with the world 
thus domesticated, with space, time, and leisure once these have 
been won? We have wanted also to show the impossibility of 
certain phenomena, or of certain beliefs which Asia holds to be 
true-magic, control of the springs of thought, the ideality of the 
real, and the reality of transcendent forces. At the moment all 
that is being brought back into question in the Western con­
sciousness-of this science fiction is the indubitable sign-at the 
moment that the danger which hangs over us is no longer that 
of failing in our persistent effort, but on the contrary of succeed­
ing-and then what? We anxiously question the different wisdom 
of the East. Has it succeeded in its own domain-the domain 
which we have neglected? Can it protect us from the conse­
quences of intoxicating successes? And give us the secret of a 
harmony which would enable us little by little to turn toward 
other goals, without lapsing into either hubris or insanity? 

I wish that an Oriental, in answer to this book, would describe 
in his turn the Way as I have striven to describe the Quest, and 
show us the coherence ( or, in places, the contradictions) between 
the great options or animating dreams of one half of mankind, 
and the experienced realities which have arisen from them. 

Two dreams of this nature are not to be compated, but we 
can compare their effects in life. The dream of Columbus pro­
~uced America; that of the alchemists and scholars, technics. 

oes the dream of the Eastern sages lead to salvation to the true 
peace of the • • ? Th . . ' 

1 spmt. e question of proof 1s what arises here. 
n the presence of the East, the West looks like a world in 

N 
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which proof is by material effect. First, the miracles ( the chang­
ing of water into wine, or the cure of a paralytic), then con­
clusive experiments ( the airplane flies, the bomb bursts at ~he 
hundredth of a second expected)-in both cases the probati;e 
effect is of a tangible or mensurable nature. But proof by spir­
itual effect, which alone convinces an Oriental as such, seems to 
us univerifiable, arbitrary, and nonprobative. In return, our 
proofs appear tautological. The bomb bursts, granted; but ever~­
thing has been arranged so that it shall burst. What does this 

show that can really matter to us? 
Let us examine the misunderstanding a little more strictly, and 

the necessity of going beyond it. I recalled above that Orientals 
have produced numerous recipes (psychosomatic, we should call 
them) for immortality on earth, even while they were teaching 
that life is but illusion. But not one of them became immortal. 
We seek rather the means of gaining time, and find them thanks 
to technics. Whereupon a Chinese of the old school, while going 
round our factories, will ask: "When you have gained all time, 
what will you do with it?" (But what about him, supposing he 
became immortal-what would he do?) The problem of what to 
do with free time will accordingly confront us tomorrow, as a 
result of our efforts, in serious and everyday reality. But here is 
t?e concrete paradox: the technical qualities, the utilitarian at­
titude, and, in a word, the efficiency which have brought the 
prob~em up are precisely those qualities and attitudes which least 
predispose one to a fruitful use of leisure. Inversely, Eastern 
values prepare one for leisure and presuppose it, but have not 
been able to obtain it for the crowd. At the very moment that 
the West m b • • • ay e m a position to set up the needful conditions 
of leisure for all, it is suffering spiritual impoverishment, while 
the East throws itself upon our technics and forgets its own 
values, which are those of which we stand in greatest need. 
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I see plainly enough what still conceals from us the full reality 
::>f such problems. It is proletarian poverty, still real and scan­
dalous; it is the economic contradictions that are still acute, the 
political and ideological struggles that o-o on noisily in the heart 
of the '\V estern world. But a conflict is :ever resolved on its own 
plane. It is necessary to go beyond, either in space or in time, or 
else in a spiritual dimension. I see the beyond of our present 
~ estern crises in a bringing together of our Quest-thereby 
~wen self-awareness-with the traditional Way, and both sub­
Jected to the question of our living present, in a world perspective. 



XII. 

Unending Quest 

THE QUEST goes on. Anybody who asks where it is going 
should look first at where it comes from, and how, hitherto, it 
h..s fared. It will then be evident that the very question is specific 
of the West. A decisive answer would therefore announce the end 
of our civilization, its intimate exhaustion, and be always pre­
liminary to its annihilation by a foreign force. I have had no 
other intention than better to express the question, and in that I 
am faithful to the West where I was bred. He who would have 
an answer at all costs and ref used to find it for himself-a£ ter 
he had once understood that there is none that is really general 
and transposable-would be forsaking in spirit this human ex-
perience which for two thousand years has forged d t' · d 

es 1mes, an also fomented the free vocations of the whi'te rac th t 
e, e ven ure­some half of the world. The Quest is our form f • . 

• • o ex1stmg. And yet, thmkmg of the East, I shall invok th f b l 
• e e a u ous prece-dent of the conclusion of another quest DI h d 

• • ysses as returnc to Ithaca. He has won his peace. But he has to w fi I 
against the many who have believed him d :ge a nal struggde 
And suddenly the Eternal Wisdom a ea ~nd condemne · 
him: ppears. Mmerva addres.5eS 

"Son of Laertes, nurtured in heav DJ 
en, ysses of the many artifices, 

196 
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be calm! Don't pursue this civil strife to a finish! Fear you may 
offend the ever-vigilant God!" 

Thus spoke Minerva, daughter of thunder-striking Zeus. The 
hero obeyed her with a happy heart. And the goddess, with the 
features and voice of Mentor for disguise, caused the two parties 
to conclude for ever a sincere alliance. 
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DYNAMICS OF FAITH 
PAUL TILLICH 

The New York Times has described Dr. Tillich as "a prophetic voice 
speaking with compelling power to our generation." In this volume 
he makes an eloquent and convincing case for a renewal of faith-

/ "the central phenomenon in a man's personal life." 
Drawing on a vast knowledge of human history and varied 

relations, Dr. Tillich reveals a number of intellectual distortions of / 
the concept of faith. He reveals why there should be no conflict 
between the demands of science and of religion. 

Beyond this, he has inspiring-advice on tfie meaning of myths and 
symbols, the true nature of faith's healing powers, the role of faith in 
the community, and the role of doubt. More than almost any other 
work, these wise words by a great man of the church demonstrate the 
supreme importance of faith to all ofus. Crown Bvo. About 10s. 6d. net 

MYSTICISM: EAST AND WEST 
D. T. SUZUKI 

There is possibly no greater living authority on the mystical aspects 
of both Oriental and Christian religions than Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki. 
Born in Japan, he has written a number of books on Buddhism, has 
travelled in Europe, lectured at American universities, and is now at 
Columbia University. 

In this clear account of the essentials of mysticism, Mr. Suzuki has 
taken as examples the Zen Buddhism of the East and the reflections 
of Meister Eckhart. With a wealth of illustration and explanation, 
he shows how the Chinese sage and the German philosopher meet on 
common-ground. 

The second part of the book deals largely with Shin Buddhism, 
showing how the superficial differences between Zen, Shin and 
C,hristian schools are vastly less important than the fact that all three 
express the same fundamental insights. The last part contains a selec­
tion of writings from Japanese mystics that is itself a unique achieve­
ment of scholarship. 

In its field there is no doubt that this is one of the most important 
works to appear for a considerable time. Mr. Suzuki is the un­
challenged master of this subject, and his book will have profound 
interest for all students ofreligious thought. 

La. Cr. Bvo. 13s. 6d. net 
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SOCIETY AND KNOWLEDGE 
V. GORDON CHILDE, F.B.A., D.SC. 

In this brilliant new book the author of 11'hat Happemtl in HiJtvr_)' 
traces the growth of intellectual traditions and predicts the traditions 
of tomorrow. "An intellectual tool," he writes, "can be replaced by a 
more efficient one just as stone knives have given place to steel ones." 

Our own ideas may seem far in advance of those of a Babylonian 
soothsayer attempting to chart the future via the intestines of slaught­
ered sheep-but we have no way of knowing that our conceptions 
may not some day be proven equally invalid. Discussing many of th_e 
great systems and philosophies man has formed to explain his um­
verse, Professor Childe draws an optimistic conclusion. The real world 
has an orderly creativity in which there is hope for the future and a 
goal for mankind to reach. He has provided a rational-and highly 
readable-guide through many of the confusions and doubts of 
modern ti~es. The orig!nal thinking and sharp insights that charac­
terize all his work are displayed to full advantage in this remarkable 
addition to a distinguished series. Crow11 Buo. 12s. 6d. net 

MAN AND MATERIALISM 
FRED HOYLE 

To understand the behaviour of men, we have to know som th' of 
the natural l~ws that govern men. In this book, Mr. Hoyle ;a~~;" an 
attempt to discover what these laws might be by Jo k' 1 • • 1 . o mg at arge 
human coh~ml ubmt1es ove~d- ong periods of time, and noting the 
patterns w 1c 1 ecome ev1 ent. 

Mr. Hoyle explores these patterns with char t • • • 
• l d d bl 1 . ac enstic wit an mfotma an rea a e sty e, and with a wide ra . fk I 'd . 
His analysis covers some of the phenomena of co nge ~ now e ?~· 
in food and population, the significance of ind ~~~usm, the cns1s 
his religiou~ impulses, th~ cruc~al present stage o~: n~ is~, man an_d 
topic he brmgs a fresh v1ewpomt and a pro . vo ution. To eve1 Y 
does not claim to offer final answers He ~ocative intelligence. He 
intellectual experience to any reader ~h ?~5 offer a challenging 
broad historical trends that determine th 0 1wis es to understand the 
planet. e uture of humanity on this 

Crown Bvo. 12s. 6d. nel 
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THE ART OF LOVING 
ERICH FRO.MM 

"Love," says Dr. Fromm, "is the only sane and satisfactory answer 
to the problem of human existence." Yet most of us are unable to 
devcl?p our capacities for love on the level that really counts-a love 
t~at 1s a compound of maturity, self-knowledge and courage. He 
discusses love in all aspects, not only romantic love, so surrounded 
by false conceptions, but also the love of parents for children, 
brotherly love, erotic love, self-love and love of God. Learning to 
love, he suggests, like other arts, demands practice and concentration. 

His book is filled with challenging observations, with many blunt 
!rnths about contemporary society and the barriers it raises between 
its members and the achievement of love. Dr. Fromm is a man of 
?ery ~vide learning with a talent for writing on complicated subjects 
111 a lively, human and extremely interesting manner. 

'A serious studv well executed, on one of the most complex prob-
lems of human )if~.' i\1anchesler Evening News. Crown Bz,o. gs. 6d. net. 

THE TRANSFORMATIONS OF MAN 
LEWIS MUMFORD 

"'fh · ] • • t ansfcormation of man has e moment for another areat ustonc r 
come," writes Lewis Mumford in what may prove to be te•:if:~ 
provocative and influential of his many book~ on cultures a1·rc c; the 
ations. He compares the coming transformatwn ofhum~nt 1tel eofirst 

h • • • t' past 111 o 1 revolution which swept man out of is pnmi ive f J"fc radically 
civilised communities and projects a new way O 1 1 e f~gypt from 
different from what we know now as were the temp es 0 

mud huts and cave shelters. current pre-
No writer has thrown a bolder challenge _to many bout Written 

conceptions about civilization to?ay and how,~ can;~ :s of Man fully 
with directness, lucidity and wit, The TransJorm~ tos volumes and 

I f M mfc d's many prev10u ' measures up to the ]eve o u or . t t of them all. 
may prove to be one of the most basic and impor an Dem_Y 8vo. 15s. net 
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RECOVERY OF FAITH 
SIR S. RADHAKRISHNAN 

In this inspiring book, one of the most brilliant of modern phil?soph­
ers and statesmen gives an answer to man's need for a new faith. In 
examining the creeds men have lived by in the past and presen_t, _Dr. 
Radhakrishnan covers in simple style a great variety of rehg10us 
thought, from the ancient Upanisads to the ideas of William Penn 
and our own times in the persons of Sartre, Bergson and others. He 
exposes the pretensions of communism and explores the inner m~an­
ings of Hinduism, Jadaism, Christianity, Taoism and other b~h~fs. 
He shows h_ow, out of these enduring spiritual expr~ssi?ns, a rehgwn 
can 1?e achieved_ which will satisfy humanity's aspirat10ns by trans­
cendmg dogmatic and sectarian differences. Crown Bvo. 12s. 6d. net 

WORLD INDIVISIBLE 
KONRAD ADENAUER 

The ap~earance of this book by Europe's brilliant elder stat~sman is 
fresh evidence of the scope and authority of World Persp_ectwes: "!)r. 
A~enauer has ~ecorded in these pages the essence of his poht1~al 
philosophy, ofh1s experience in government over many y~~rs, par~1c­
ularly as the head ofa powerful nation during the most cnt1cal period 
of its history. 

This is an inspiring book as well as an important one. Dr. 
Adenauer's vi_sion ?f Europe ;nd of the world of tomorrow, and the 
me~ns by which his objectives can be attained, is the best an~wer to 
cymcal and materialistic criticisms of human affairs. In this book 
we see Aden_auer the diplomat, the politician, the thinker-and 
also the dedicated humanitarian. It is a rich treasury of a great 
man's wisdom. 

'The speeches of Dr. Adenauer collected in World Indivisible are 
marked out by their confidence and their vigour-qualities drawn 
from a mixture of political idealism, business flair and an Old Testa­
ment strength of spirit.'-The Financial Times. 

Crown Bvo. 10s. 6d. net 



EAST AND WEST: SOME REFLECTIONS 
SIR S. RADHAKRISHNAN 

/ In his Sir Ed\vard Beatty Memorial Lectures delivered at McGill 
University Radhakrishnan makes one of his most impressive contri­
butions in his role of unofficial "ambassador" between East and West. 
With characteristic lucidity he compares the eastern and western 
attitudes to history, religion, and philosophy. 

He first sketches in masterly fashion the development of Indian 
religion and philosophy, from the early days of the Indus civilisation 
more than four thousand years ago, and emphasises the extent to 
which the basic Indian religion ignores differences of race, colour 
and language. 

In the second Lecture he outlines the historical development of 
Judaism and Christianity, suggesting that at several periods there / 
must have been close relationship between these churches and those ,· 
of India, since several of the basic parts of the Creed are essentially 
the same. 

In his third Lecture he analyses the present philosophies of the 
Western world against the historical background of the two earlier 
Lectures. Dr. Radhakrishnan stresses the fact that communism is a ✓ 
~i:r_e.n_Western emasculation of the great creeds of EasCand Wesl. 
He e~9s _his pe~~tratin~~~dy_~_it~ a ~~ving insistence up°.n t?~ 

/ ~s_sel!_t1.i.J_y<!r~_tl!:,s_olfelig_~us tlioughl tnat are shared EY:pbns!_1amty 
~nd the ol_:1 Eastern rel.!,g10ns. Demy Bvo. IOS, 6T.ne1 

THE INTERPLAY OF EAST AND WEST 
BARBARA WARD 

For the last four or five hundred years the Western world has 
been an aggressive force violently disturbing and altering other 
civilizations. Miss Ward briefly sketches the effects of Western 
expansion on the ideological, political and economic ideas of t~e 
East. She points to the different development of political, economic 
and religious ideas as the origin of our differences. In ~he East, , 
for instance, religious beliefs subordinated material reahty to an 
emphasis on the already determined pattern of divine p~rpose. 
In the West, the concept of man playing an active part 1~ t_he . 
progressive unfolding of God's purpose led to intellectual curiosity / 
and scientific achievement. 1 d 

Miss Ward reminds us that while the great religions have fol ~we 
different paths they have a great deal in common. The Wes\ ad a 
special contribution to make since its religious though~:~~ at~e~ ~ ! 
had to withstand the onslaught of a self-styled "scienti c t. ei:of 
which will now be deployed forcefully against the ancient re ig~J1 net 
the East. Demy Bvo. ios. • 



ON SELFHOOD AND GODHOOD 
C. A. CAMPBELL 

Theological talk about the human "soul" makes no sense if the self is, 
according to so much current philosophy, no more than a relational 
complex of particular psychical states and events. Therefore, Pro­
fessor Campbell offers first a systematic inquiry into the essential 
nature of human selfhood. The conclusion at which he arrives, 
on the evidence furnished by an analysis of fundamental modes 
of ht1man experience, is that it is entirely rational to believe in a 
"substantive" self with at least the minimal characteristics required 
for the "soul" of the theologians. 

In Part II he is concerned with the nature and validity of religion. 
Reasons are given for identifying the developed theoretical expression 
of t_h~ religious consciousness with theism; but it is insisted that the 
the1st1c creed can only be true to religious experien~e! and can <?nly 
escape self-contradiction, if given a frankly symbolic !nt~rpreta~•<?n· 
The later chapters attack the problem of religion's obJecuve validity 
and the author contends that for much, though not all, of t~e creed 
of symbolic theism there is strong metaphysical corroborat10n. 

Demy Bvo. About 35s. net 

THE BALANCE OF TRUTH 
KATIB CHELEBI 

Th~ _g:3-p ~etween theory and practice, apparen~ in most h1;1man 
acttvities1 1s particularly obvious in Islamic st1;1d1es. T_heoreti~ally 
the Mushm prostrates himself before God alone; in pracuce ~e kiss~d 
the ground at the Sultan's feet The use of intoxicants is forbidden m 
the Koran; the Ottoman Turks were renowned for hard drinki!1g. 
_The Balance of Truth is a unique attempt to reconcile such contradict­
wns •. ~ well-balanced series of essays shows the inadequ~cy of the 
tradiuonal Muslim education and the baneful results of bigotry. Its 
co11:stant theme is the futility of trying to force people to abandon 
their customs. 
. Among the practices it discusses are dancing, smoking, the drink­
mg of colfe<:, 1?ribery, and pilgrimages to the tombs of holy men. The 
author exhibits the same erudition common sense and humour 
wh~n trying to prove that the Pha;aoh of the Exodus was a true 
!3ehev<:r and when offering a rational explanation of ghost stories. 
rhere is nothing quite like this book in Islamic theological literature. 

Crown Bvo. About 9s. 6d. net 
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