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Remarks on some Kings of France  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

WHEN 3 is multiplied by 4, the product is 12; it is neither 11 nor 13, but expresses exactly 
the conjugated powers of the multiplicand and of the multiplier. Likewise, metaphorically 
speaking, when the Christian religion is multiplied by Western humanity, the product is the 
Middle Ages; it is neither the age of the barbarian invasions nor that of the Renaissance. When 
a living organism has reached its maximum of growth, it is what it should be; it should neither 
stop short at the infantile state nor should it grow on indefinitely. The norm does not lie 
in hypertrophy, it lies at the exact limit of normal development. The same holds good for 
civilizations. 

If we compare St. Louis and Louis XIV, we could of course confine ourselves to saying 
that they represent different ages, which is either a truism or an error; it is a truism to assert 
that every man lives in his own age, and it is an error to declare that the difference between 
the two French kings, or rather the worlds in which they live and which they incarnate, is only 
a difference of time. The real difference is that St. Louis represents Western Christianity in 
the full development of its normal and normative possibilities, whereas Louis XIV represents 
something entirely different, namely that substitute for religion, or for Christendom, which 
calls itself “Civilization”; admittedly, Christianity is still included in this but the emphasis is 
elsewhere, namely on the titanesque and worldly humanism, which is strangely hostile to virgin 
nature, following the example of ancient Rome.1 

Outward forms are criteria in this regard. It is either false or insufficient to allege that St. 
Louis wore the costume of his period and that, mutatis mutandis, Louis XIV did the same; the 
truth is that St. Louis wore the dress of a Western Christian king, whereas Louis XIV wore 
that of a monarch who was already more “civilized” than Christian, the first epithet referring, 
needless to say, to “civilizationism” and not to civilization in the general sense of the word. 
The appearance of St. Louis is that of an idea which has reached the fullness of its ripening; it 
marks, not a phase, but a thing accomplished, a thing which is entirely what it ought to be.2 The 
appearance of Louis XIV is the appearance, not of a thing, but of a phase—nor yet even a phase, 
but an extravagant episode; whereas we have no difficulty in taking seriously the appearance 
not only of a St. Louis, but also of a Pharaoh, an Emperor of China, or for that matter, a Red 
Indian chief, it is impossible to escape an impression of ridiculousness when confronted by the 
famous portraits of Louis XIV and Louis XV.3 These portraits, or rather these poses and these 
accoutrements which the portraits so humorlessly and pitilessly fix, are supposed to combine 
all imaginable sublimities, some of which cannot in fact be fitted together into a single formula, 
for it is impossible to have everything at one and the same time; the hieratic and as it were 

1 The adjective “saint”, applied to Louis IX, is of one piece with the name Louis, and we would not dream of dissociating 
these two words; but when one speaks of Louis “the Great”, the marriage of words is unconvincing and this expression has 
never been able to gain an unqualified and unquestioned acceptance. 
2 The appearance of Clovis or Charlemagne might be that of a perfect Germanic type or of a perfect monarch, but it could 
not epitomize Western Christendom in an age when its constituent elements were as yet uncombined and had not yet inter-
penetrated. 
3  By Rigaud, who combines the exuberance of Rubens with a sort of theatrical coldness. 
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incorporeal splendor of a Christian emperor cannot be piled up on top of the paradisal naked 
splendor of an ancient hero. 

St. Louis, or any other Christian prince of his time, could figure amongst the kings and 
queens—in the form of columns—of the cathedral of Chartres; Francis I or Louis XIV would 
be unthinkable as sacred statues: the ostentatious worldliness of the one and the vainglorious 
megalomania of the other are opposed to all hieratic stylization.4 Not that all the princes of 
the Middle Ages were individually better than those of the Renaissance and later ages, but 
this is not the question; it is a question exclusively of demeanor and dress in so far as these are 
adequate manifestations of a norm that is both religious and ethnic, and thus of an ideal which 
allies the divine with the human. The king, like the pontiff, is not merely an official, he is also, 
by reason of his central position, an object of contemplation, in the sense of the Sanskrit term 
darshan: to benefit from the darshan of a saint is to be penetrated by his appearance in all its 
unassessable aspects if not also by the symbolism of his pontifical robes, as the case may be. 
St. Louis is one of those sovereigns who spiritually incarnate the ideal which they represent so 
to speak liturgically, whereas the majority of the other medieval princes represent this ideal at 
least in the second way which, let it be said once more, is far from being without importance 
from the point of view of the concrete intelligibility of the royal function, whose undertones 
are both earthly and heavenly. 

In saying this we know only, too well, that visual criteria are devoid of significance for the 
“man of our time”, who is nevertheless a visual type by curiosity as well as from an incapacity 
to think, or through lack of imagination and also through passivity; in other words he is a visual 
type in fact but not by right. The modern world, slipping hopelessly down the slope of an 
irremediable ugliness, has furiously abolished both the notion of beauty and the criteriology of 
forms; this is, from our point of view, yet another reason for using the present argument, which 
is like the complementary outward pole of meta-physical orthodoxy, for, as we have mentioned 
elsewhere in this connection, “extremes meet”. There can be no question, for us, of reducing 
cultural forms, or forms as such, objectively to hazards and subjectively to tastes; “beauty is the 
splendor of truth”; it is an objective reality which we may or may not understand.5 

Napoleon once said that if Louis XVI had shown himself on horse-back, he would have won 
the day, which is profoundly true; but one can go further and say that if the king had walked 
barefoot to Notre-Dame, reciting his rosary as he went, everything could have been saved. In 
one sense, Louis XVI was the innocent victim of Louis XIV; not incarnating personally any sort 
of megalomania or libertinism, he was the prisoner of forms which were like labels of these 
very things to the exclusion of all else; he was a modest and pure man wearing the costume of 
a hollow and decadent luxury and of a worldliness priding itself on its incredulity; this whole 
style, in a certain way, is already bourgeois. It would have been necessary to turn in one’s 
tracks, putting on once more St. Louis’ fleur-de-lys robe and taking religion out into the streets. 
St. Louis had, alongside him, St. Thomas Aquinas; Louis XIV had Bossuet. On the one hand a 

4 The column statues of Chartres have, like an iconostasis, the value of a criterion of formal orthodoxy: no exhibition of 
individualism or of profanity could find a place amongst them. 
5 What is admirable in the Orthodox Church is that all its forms, from the iconostases to the vestments of the priests, imme-
diately suggest the ambiance of Christ, and the Apostles, whereas in what might be called the post-Gothic Catholic Church too 
many forms are expressions of ambiguous civilizationism or bear its imprint, that is, the imprint of this sort of parallel pseudo-
religion which is “Civilization” with capital C; the presence of Christ then becomes largely abstract. The argument that “only 
the spirit matters” is ridiculous, for it is not by chance that a Christian priest wears neither the toga of a Siamese bonze nor 
the loin-cloth of a Hindu ascetic. No doubt the “cloth does not make the monk”; but it expresses, manifests and asserts him! 
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monk who is a peak of intellectuality, and on the other a “civilized” and blustering orator, only 
too happy to be able to seize the opportunity of quietism in order to kill quietude. 

One may wonder what would have become of Latin Christianity if the Renaissance had 
not stabbed it. Doubtless it would have undergone the same fate as the Eastern civilizations: it 
would have fallen asleep on top of its treasures, becoming in part corrupt and remaining in part 
intact. It would have produced, not “reformers” in the conventional sense of the word—which 
is without any interest to say the least—but “renewers” in the form of a few great sages and a 
few great saints. Moreover, the growing old of civilizations is a human phenomenon, and to find 
fault with it is to find fault with man as such. 

As for the modern world, it represents a possibility of disequilibrium which could not fail to 
be manifested when its time was ripe; the metaphysical inevitability of a phenomenon should 
not prevent us from declaring what it is in itself, not does it authorize us to take it for what it 
is not, especially since the truth is by definition constructive, either directly or indirectly. Even 
what seems to be the most hopelessly ineffective truth, though it cannot change the world, will 
always help us in some way or other to remain, or to become, what we ought to be in the face 
of God. 
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Living One’s Karma  
by  

Marco Pallis  

THE conception of Existence as samsāra, Cosmic Flux, together with its parallel conception 
of karma, “concordant action and reaction” as the determinant of each being’s part in that flux, 
is an essential feature of all the traditions directly or indirectly deriving from India; though the 
subject is here being considered from a Buddhist angle, most of what will be said could apply 
to Hinduism equally well. 

Let us first consider the Round of Existence through its symbolical representation, said to 
go back to the Buddha himself, as a circle sub-divided into six sectors each containing one of 
the typical classes of sentient beings. These sectors can be arranged in three pairs, as follows: 

1) Human—the central stateour world: 
2) Animals—peripheral states 
3) gods or devassupernal worlds: 
4) titans or asuras 
5) tantalized ghosts or pretasinfernal worlds: 
6) hells 

This symbolic scheme is familiar wherever the Buddhist tradition prevails. 
Let us examine each of the six components in somewhat greater detail. Quite evidently, 

the human sector, which was mentioned first, has been given a disproportionate share in the 
whole if one considers it solely from the point of view of the number of beings concerned. 
As compared with the vast multiplicity of their non-human neighbors, men represent a very 
small number indeed, apart from the fact that they form but one species as compared with an 
immense variety extending to genera, families and natural orders. The reason for this privileged 
treatment is twofold: firstly, being men ourselves it is natural for us to single out for study our 
own kind and manner of existing; and secondly, the human species is the chosen field of avatāric 
descent, of Buddhahood, and this, qualitatively speaking, entitles it to privileged consideration. 

Passing to the animal sector; this contains a large number of different species situated at 
the same level of existence as man, but varying in respect of their nearness to, or remoteness 
from, the human position. It might then be asked: where do plants and minerals come in, since 
they do not seem to figure by name in any sector? The answer can only be that here one is 
not dealing with a chart of biological or geological statistics; one must not expect a meticulous 
consistency in regard to details. All the traditional picture of the Round is intended to do is to 
serve as a broadly sufficient guide to an understanding of the Universe, one which is based, all 
along, on qualitative factors rather than on “facts” or quantitative considerations such as enter 
into the purview of natural sciences in the usual sense of the word. 

Regarded from the human point of view, the supernal states are those which in greater or 
lesser measure escape the physical and psychic limitations of our own state of existence. The 
two sectors grouped in the supernal class may, however, themselves include quite a number of 
different degrees which we, in our present state, are hardly concerned with. It is said of gods 
or devas that theirs is a state full of delights such as “wishing trees” able to grant any boon at 
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the mere thought and other picturesque amenities of a similar kind; no pain can enter into this 
state while it lasts—which makes the moment of change when it strikes at long last all the 
more painful for the beings in question, as they suddenly wake up to the fact that their state 
of bliss is not eternal but remains subject to birth and death like every other existential state. 
As one Mongolian monk said to the writer: “the long-lived gods are stupid”. Lulled into over-
confidence by sheer absence of contrast in their present condition they are wholly unprepared 
for the fatal moment when it comes and they may sink as low as hell itself, a truly lamentable 
fate. 

Not all the gods, however, display this lack of intelligence. Many of them play a creditable 
part in stories of the Buddha. Some, such as Vishnu’s hawk-like steed Garuda, are constant 
attendants on the Buddha’s person whose canopy they provide; others again, and especially 
Brahmā king of the Devas, after the Buddha’s Enlightenment persuade him to preach the 
Doctrine lest the world be utterly lost—this overcoming of the Buddha’s “reluctance” at the 
instance of the gods features in the history of every teaching Buddha and is meant to convey 
symbolically that the knowledge possessed by an Enlightened One is so profound as to be 
virtually incommunicable to men in their present state of ignorance. The Buddha however 
consents to teach thus showing that, ignorance notwithstanding, the Light is not unattainable. 
For this we have to thank the persuasion of the gods. 

Titans or Asuras, for their part, though superior to men in virtue of their possession of 
various powers, are always represented as contentious beings, full of envy for the gods and their 
felicity and ever plotting to dethrone them. Typically they are beings who through “austerities”, 
intense work carried out in various fields, have been enabled to extend their own natural 
faculties to the point of threatening Heaven itself. Sometimes titanic ambition even wears 
an altruistic mask as when Prometheus stole the fire from the gods in order to bestow it on 
mankind, thus exposing the latter to the consequences of his own act of profanation. It is 
typical of an asuric or promethean temperament to promote recklessly the use of abnormal 
powers from every kind of motive except the essential one, the one which could lead a being 
to Buddhahood. Lacking this motive it lacks all: such is the asuric sign in beings. 

The two infernal sectors of our symbolism, the land of tantalized ghosts (pretas) and the 
hells, are places whence joy and comfort are entirely banished. The first-named is a realm 
wherein reigns the most intense feeling of want, an insatiable hunger and thirst. Pretas are 
pictured as having huge, inflated bellies and pin-point mouths, so that enough nourishment can 
never find its way through the tiny inlet to meet the excessive cravings of the belly and thus 
the being remains in a constant state of misery which only a change of state may eventually 
relieve, could he but awaken to this possibility. The hells, on the other hand, more or less 
explain themselves: they are places of sheer expiation, hot or cold according to the nature of 
the offences committed (or opportunities disregarded) in the course of previous life. In this 
respect they hardly differ from the conception of hell as found in the Semitic religions except 
in matters of detail and, more especially, in the absence of any perfunctory attribution of 
“eternity” such as does not belong anywhere in the Round. 

This last is the most important point to grasp. The keynote of samsāra is impermanence, 
the primary theme to meditate upon for every Buddhist. All that the world’s flow brings into 
being is unstable; this is true of heavens or hells, happier states as well as more unhappy; the 
former admit of no complacency, the latter are never entirely without hope. For everything, in 
the fullness of becoming, when its particular possibilities have spent themselves, must change 
to something else. This is the universal law of existence in the Round. 
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The number and variety of beings extant in the Universe is incalculable: the same holds for 
world-systems, they are indefinite both in their incidence and in the variety of conditions to 
which each world-system is subject. But whatever the conditions governing a given world may 
be, the sixfold grouping can still be applied to it, with suitable allowance made for differences 
of detail. Thus every world must needs have its “central” or “axial” state which, by analogy 
with out world, may well be called “human”; just as there will also exist superior and inferior 
states classifiable as such from the stand-point of that state which provides the median term. 

The essential characteristics of each world are integrally reflected in the being that is 
central to that world and in a more or less fragmentary manner in the various beings occupying 
peripheral positions. The central state, being a totality in its own order, constitutes something 
like an autonomous world of its own, a microcosm, and this is the case with Man in our world-
system; knowing the state of man at a particular time one can almost say one knows the state 
of the world, so closely are the two interests bound together. A transposition of the sixfold 
symbolism from the greater world in all its extension to the human microcosm follows logically 
from this inter-relationship: thus certain properties of human nature can be said to correspond 
to certain classes of beings, in the sense that in proportion as a man identifies himself with 
such a property rather than with such another he will display, in his human life, something 
of the character of one or other of the non-human classes. To give one instance, it is easy to 
recognize the type conforming as nearly as possible to a state of “human animality”, that of 
men regarded chiefly in the mass as feeders and reproducers in a quantitative sense: needless to 
say, no disparagement of animals is intended by the above allusion, for animals and plants in a 
state of nature live out their karma with sure instinct and exhibit qualities of dignity and beauty 
which man, for his part, can only emulate by remaining faithful to his own vocation, which is 
of another order just because of his central position in the world. 

To take another example, modern “economic man” oscillates between the animal and preta 
types, the latter being the one that is most consonant with his professed ideal of an indefinitely 
expanding production and of a so-called high standard of living. A vast machine of propaganda 
exists for the sole purpose of exacerbating an appetite for possessions, with the proviso, 
however, that the happiness these are supposed to procure must never be quite reached, for 
if man rested satisfied at any point the wheels would stop going round there and then and this 
would mean economic ruin, so inextricably have the two motives been geared to one another. 
Therefore man must keep on being tantalized into fresh desires—a far cry from Buddhism. 

If this be not a picture of a Pretaland it is the next best thing to one. And to what kind of 
rebirth are men schooled in this way likely to attain? Might it be to rebirth as pretas perhaps? 

As for the Hells, they are surely discernable among those dark reservoirs below the level 
of human consciousness wherein our psychologists so often like to fish; sometimes their 
contents also overflow: an utterly subhuman type is not uncommon in our midst, even without 
mentioning what he himself calls “art”, a devilish appliance in its way. Naturally, one has been 
referring to extremes: the purer types are relatively rare, mostly one has to do with various 
blends and hybrids. 

There is one other kind of man, however, the one who alone is able to realize the plenitude 
of the human possibility and this is the man who identifies himself, in intention and practice, not 
with some samsārically conditioned human faculty but with the axis of the human microcosm 
itself, the thread of Buddha-nature passing through the heart of every being, every world. For 
peripheral beings this identification can only be indirect and eminently passive; but with man, 
because he is an axial being by definition, this can also take place in active mode, without 
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restriction of scope or finality. This, in fact, is the possibility of full awakening, Buddhahood, 
and justifies the statement, found in the Semitic Scriptures, that man has been made “in the 
divine image”. Whether we call man “theomorphic” or “buddhomorphic” it makes little 
difference in this context. 

Lastly, let us return to the traditional portrayal of the Round of Existence, as originally 
described, in order to point out that, like every true symbolism, it derives from the nature of 
things and not from some arbitrary contrivance of the human mind as if it were just a poetic 
allegory. Its purpose is to serve as a key to a heightened awareness, it has no other use. 

A symbolical classification like the present one is not meant to be read in the sense of a 
compact formula, it has to be freely interpreted and intelligently applied, for samsāra as such 
is indefinite, it does not admit of systematization. The sūtras in fact describe it as “without 
beginning” (i.e. undefined in terms of origin) but as “having an end (in Deliverance, nirvāna)—a 
paradoxical description since, metaphysically speaking, what has no beginning cannot have 
an end either, and vice versa. One can compare with this the similar (but inverse) Christian 
paradox of a world “with beginning” (in creation) yet able to become “world without end” (by 
salvation through Christ). 

In both the above cases the object is to communicate a saving truth, not a nicely rounded 
off philosophical thesis, hence an apparent disregard of logic. 

* * * 

We said at the outset that in samsāra the determinant of any coming into being or “birth” is 
antecedent action, with its consequent reaction. This is the doctrine of karma and its fruits 
which, ripening in their season as results, are fated in their turn to become causes containing, 
as they do, the seeds of further becoming. The continual inter-crossing of numberless strands of 
causality goes to make up the skein of samsāra: the conception is dynamic, a continual passage 
from state to state, with each birth marking a death to some preceding state and each death 
marking a fresh birth and so on indefinitely. 

Here all being in a state of ceaseless flux, any event or object one chooses to observe has to 
be abstracted from the whole process in a more or less arbitrary manner, with the result that 
whatever one observes will necessarily have a certain character of ambiguity: both the object 
itself and the observing subject are changing all the time, which means that any judgment 
passed, on the basis of an empirical examination of objects found in the world, will remain 
approximate, provisional, relative, fluid and ambivalent. The empirical approach precludes any 
conclusion qualifiable as “exact” and “complete”. 

Having said this much, it is necessary also to mention the complementary aspect of the 
same doctrine, lest one be led unconsciously into a relativism which will itself assume a quasi-
absolute character, to the point of doing away with all idea of truth itself; in these days of 
far-fetched and one-sided subjectivism, a dissolution of all objective values and criteria in a 
kind of psychoanalytical penumbra is a real danger and must be guarded against. A judgment 
is inadequate, insofar as it claims to judge the whole absolutely from a particular standpoint 
likewise treated as absolute; this is the error of “dogmatism” i.e., of an abusive stretching of 
relative formulations that are true as far as they go. A judgment is valid, however, insofar as, 
starting out from criteria duly recognized to be relative, it judges a phenomenon the relative 
limits of which are likewise recognized. Given one is vigilantly heedful of these conditions, a 
judgment can be perfectly exact, to the point of being called “relatively absolute” within its 
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proper context. 
A Buddha is called an “awakened one” just because his knowledge owes nothing to the 

world or to the empirical ego that jointly provided the focus of his previous dreaming. When 
a man wakes from sleep we do not say he is someone else despite an apparent change in the 
nature of his consciousness; this analogy gives an inkling of the passage from the state of an 
ignorant being to Buddhahood. Knowledge is only possible inasmuch as the “eye of Bodhi” (the 
pure intellect), in the subject, perceives, in the object, the “Bodhi message” (i.e. its symbolism). 
When these two coincide there is instant awareness—“eternal awareness”, as one might say, 
inasmuch as what pertains to Bodhi belongs per se to the intemporal and the changeless. The 
awakening to knowledge, at any degree, is like the flashpoint reached by the rubbing together 
of two sticks; the satori of Zen is of this nature. Were things otherwise, Enlightenment would 
not be a possibility for beings. 

In samsāra it is evident that one can only judge fragments from standpoints no less 
fragmentary; in nirvāna such a question does not arise. Awareness of samsāric differences and 
our own response to them on the strength of that awareness detracts in no wise from the 
intrinsic reality of phenomena considered as a whole. Their totality then brings us back to 
samsāra as such and this, in essence, brings us back to nirvāna. Here we meet a basic Buddhist 
principle namely that he who really understands samsāra (or karma, which comes to the same) 
understands nirvāna. To see a single grain of dust in full awareness is to see the Universe: no 
more is needed for Enlightenment, wherein absolute and relative knowledge, the Buddha’s two 
modes of truth, make but one. 

What one always needs to bear in mind is that the world with its phenomena amounts to 
a play of compensations in such fashion that though every part is ever shifting and therefore out 
of balance and ungraspable in itself, yet the whole, qua whole, remains unchanged across all its 
vicissitudes, as does the ocean in spite of its many waves and currents. If we try to define one 
of those waves in fixed terms it will elude us, yet each reveals the unchanging in its own way. 
Hence the statement that a Buddha is to be found in every drop of water, every grain of sand. 

This “non-graspable” nature of all things in existence is what has given rise, in the Buddhist 
spiritual economy, to another basic idea, one that people have found especially difficult to 
understand, namely the idea of anattā, “non-selfhood”, as applying to beings at all levels and to 
the manifested universe itself. 

We have seen that the basic “notes” of Existence are: relativity, impermanence, becoming, 
to which we must add “suffering”, which is the characteristic that expresses the preceding 
three in the consciousness of beings. Universal possibility being unique, it excludes repetition 
in existence. In the Cosmos there can be likeness or analogy at every degree but never absolute 
identity or selfhood. 

What does the word “selfhood” really convey to our minds? It conveys unequivocal purity, 
total non-admixture. A substance can only be called “pure” when it is nothing else but itself, 
being free from any trace of “otherness”. Being such, it carries no incentive to change: it is the 
ambivalent character of the relative which is the root of change, for where there is more than 
one pole of attraction (or repulsion), there instability will prevail in some degree. What is wholly 
free from internal tensions cannot die, for what should there be to make it die? Whatever is 
liable to death, therefore, implies a dualism, the presence of forces pulling different ways, a 
composition of things partly incompatible, and this, by definition, is other than selfhood. It is 
the sharpening, in the course of becoming, of its internal contradictions that eventually causes 
a thing to fall apart, at the moment we call “death”. 
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When we are led to fix our attention, not on the process of becoming as a whole but on an 
abstracted part of it (which may be our own person or any other thing), we are thereby easily 
led into attributing to that thing a fixed character; the same applies to a situation or an act 
when so regarded for its own sake: this is the error of false attribution, the congenital ignorance 
attaching to all extant beings as such. The specifically Buddhist doctrine of anattāis a way of 
dispelling this ignorance. 

Let us now pass over to the more detailed consideration of karma, the impelling force 
behind every rebirth or redeath, that is to say action taken in the broadest sense of the word 
(including its negative aspect, omission) together with its inseparable accompaniment, the 
reaction it inescapably provokes, the two being strictly proportioned to one another: the 
physical principle that action and reaction are equal and opposite is but one example of this 
universal cosmic dispensation. 

Now, like everything else the mind is concerned with, this law of karma were best 
contemplated in a purely detached, impersonal way, as if we ourselves were standing outside 
the Round of Existence and looking at it from the vantage-point of a lofty and distant peak. 
But in point of fact such is not the case: we are deeply involved at every moment of our 
earthly sojourn and consequently, in so far as we feel ourselves to be “this person So-and-So”, 
distinct from all the beings who, for us, fall under the collective heading of “other”, we cannot 
help assessing this cosmic play going on all around us in terms of plus or minus, profit or loss, 
pleasure or pain, “good” or “evil” as we call them. This it is which accounts for the fact that, 
in religious life, karma has been explained, more often than not, in terms of moral sanction, 
as reward for good deeds and punishment for ill deeds, and this is how the matter is regarded, 
almost always, by the popular mind. 

Now such a view is not in itself false, indeed it can be salutary; the only falseness is if one 
imagines this to be the whole story, the first and last word to be said on the subject. A full 
awareness of the implications of karma will carry one outside the circle of moral alternatives 
(and of the attachments which a personally biased view inevitably will foster in the long run); 
but nevertheless, for the common run of mortals, the view of karma as immanent justice, in 
the moral sense, is not unwholesome, since it inclines a man at least to take the lessons of 
karma seriously and apply them in his day-to-day life. All ethical laws, in every religion, have 
this character: they are upāyas, “means”, far-reaching but still relative in scope, a fact which 
incidentally explains why the most hallowed moral laws some-times will not work, so that 
even in this sphere one must expect the occasional exception, if only “to prove the rule”. 

Immanent Justice, in its fullest sense, is nothing else but the equilibrium of the Universe, 
that state of balance between all the parts that the quivering scales express but do not visibly 
achieve; but here again, we have come outside the moral perspective which, though included 
in the general panorama of “justice”, no longer needs to be given privileged emphasis in view 
of a particular human interest. 

It is a commonplace with Buddhist controversialists, out to criticize what they look on as 
the arbitrary explanations offered by the theistic religions, to argue that the doctrine of karma, 
by accounting for the apparent irregularities of fate in terms of antecedent action leading to 
present sanction is “more just” than other views relating to the same facts. It is well to point 
out that once such an argument becomes clothed in a moral form it becomes every whit as 
anthropomorphic as the teachings about “the will of God” in relation to sin current in the 
Christian and kindred religions. The use of this kind of language and all arguments taking this 
form can be justified empirically, as satisfying the need of certain minds and, if so, it is no small 
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profit. However, any simplification of this kind must always be accounted an expression of 
“popular apologetics” rather than of deep awareness of what really is at stake. It is nevertheless 
a mistake to laugh at such a view of things; if one is able to see the fallacy behind the argument 
one is free to transcend it in deeper understanding of the same truth, without taking up a 
patronizing attitude towards the simple souls for whom this argument has provided a stepping-
stone in the way. 

Speaking more generally, the important thing when comparing doctrines as propounded 
by different traditions is to find out, by an examination conducted with insight—scholarly 
scrupulousness in comparing the material is not by itself enough—whether the seeming 
divergences betray a genuine opposition or only a divergence of spiritual dialect, since both 
things are possible. Every religion resorts to certain accommodations in the doctrinal field in 
order to bring various truths within the purview of an average mind; it is left to the saint 
and the sage to see beyond these somewhat garbled versions in order to find the truth they 
nevertheless convey in their own fashion. 

Here we see the difference between religion under its “exoteric” aspect, adequate to a 
collective need, and under the aspect qualifiable as “esoteric”, where no such concessions have 
a place. This distinction rests, not on a rigid compartmenting of religious truth, but rather on 
the need for a graded approach to that same truth, the bright light of which has to be tempered 
to men’s varying capacities of vision. The two broad categories we have mentioned explain 
themselves sufficiently in the light of this principle, which is an upāya of general applicability 
to every spiritual path. 

An instance of how popularized interpretations can lead to a certain amount of doctrinal 
distortion is provided by current beliefs in Buddhist countries concerning the possibility of 
“rebirth as a man”. People all too readily assume that a human rebirth, provided they keep 
leading fairly ethical lives (often at a lowish level) is there for the asking. I could mention several 
examples of this kind of attitude from my own experience, by no means all of them drawn 
from among the simple and uneducated. People find it easy to imagine that it is but a matter 
of a little careful moral accountancy on their part, and their next human life will be as good as 
assured! With these people “merit”, good karma, comes to be regarded wholly in a quantitative 
sense, rather as if it could be meted out by the pound, a matter of manipulating a neat double 
column balance-sheet in such a way as not to leave oneself too heavily in debt. They forget 
the common dictum about “human birth hard to obtain” or the Buddha’s parable about the 
purblind turtle swimming in a vast ocean where there is also a piece of floating wood with a 
hole in it. He estimated any particular being’s chances of obtaining a human birth as about equal 
to the likelihood of that turtle pushing its head through that hole! 

By this far-fetched parable he evidently wished to impress on people the extreme 
precariousness of the human chance, warning them thus against the folly of wasting a precious 
opportunity in trivial pursuits. In a world that likes to think of itself as “progressive” how many 
people, I wonder, make even a slight attempt to follow this advice? 

Let everyone only ask himself the question “do I give the Buddha and his teachings (or Christ 
and his teachings for that matter), say, half an hour’s worth of attention per day of my life?” 
and if the answer is in the negative is it then reasonable to expect, under the law of karma, to 
receive another human chance in this or other worlds? And if one is prepared to give an honest 
answer to this question, one must surely go on to ask oneself another, namely “why then do I 
so unaccountably hang back?” The opportunity lies here and now, this is certain; what sense is 
there in banking on some dubious future, on the strength of a naive attempt to strike a bargain 
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with God—if we may here permit ourselves a turn of phrase that is not strictly Buddhist. 
The essential thing to remember, about the human state or any state describable as “central”, 

is that it marks the point where exit from the fatal round of birth-and-death is possible without 
the prior need to pass through another state of conditioned existence. The door is there, whereas 
if one has been born into some more peripheral situation it is indispensable, before one can 
aspire to Deliverance, to gain a footing on the axis, in other words to find the way to a human 
birth. Once on the axis, the path lies open trodden by all the Buddhas; what is essential is not 
merely to occupy one’s human position passively, thanks to the karma that placed one there, 
but to realize it actively and this is the express concern of a spiritual life. 

If we pause to consider our present state of existence attentively, we will soon discover that 
it is, after all, not every man born who can be said to possess true humanity; we have already 
touched on this point when speaking of the human microcosm. In practice most human beings 
lead more or less sub-human lives, by which is meant, not that they are all great criminals—the 
Macbeths and Iagos of this world are comparatively rare—but that so much of their time and 
attention goes in trivialities utterly incompatible with a human status; if life on earth were 
fated to last a thousand years they could hardly be more wasteful of it. Certainly few escape 
this reproach altogether, even among those claiming some sort of religion for themselves. There 
is nothing more salutary than self-examination on this issue; a detailed diary if honestly kept 
would make cruel reading for, many of us. 

What everyone needs to remind himself of in the first place (if he gets so far) is that before 
he can even begin to ascend the axial mountain that leads towards Buddhahood he has first 
to become “true man” (as Taoism puts it) which, in our world, is the station from which the 
mountain itself begins to rise; and that is why religion, in general, starts off by propounding 
the need for a purposeful life of virtue, because this chiefly is a means of regaining the missing 
human norm, the one we all bear in name but rarely possess in fact. 

So far, karma has chiefly been considered under its cosmic aspect as the determinant, 
for beings, of their fate; plainly, when taken in this sense, karma can only be accepted in 
passive mode, since the nature of a being’s existence in a given world is something that being is 
impotent to alter, wish as he may; in this sense, “the hairs of our head are all numbered”. There 
is, however, side by side with this involuntary and imposed passivity, a possibility of living the 
same karma in active mode, that is to say mindfully and intelligently and here the human will, 
which allows us to choose this second way or to neglect it, counts decisively since, without its 
active concurrence, all we have to do is to let ourselves drift to and fro like logs floating on the 
surface of samsāra’s swirling waters; but this attitude hardly befits those who, by virtue of their 
human quality, already stand at the wicket-gate of freedom. 

For a way to be justly describable as “active” it must be clearly related, under the double 
heading of intention and method, to the promoting of Enlightenment. A way that does not look 
beyond samsāra, even though some active elements may be called into play incidentally in the 
course of gaining merit, remains essentially passive in respect of its finality and by this criterion 
it falls short. 

For karma to be utilizable as an instrument to serve the greater purpose a number of 
“technical” conditions have to be satisfied three of which are of particular importance, so that 
they can fittingly provide the conclusion to this essay. The three are as follows: 

Firstly: There must be conscious self-identification with one’s karma. Secondly: There must 
be just discernment as to what really constitutes “good karma”. 

Thirdly: One’s karma must be recognized as the determinant of vocation, of one’s own 
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specific dharma. 
Let us take each of these points in order: 
i.  The basis of self-identification with one’s karma is the clear recognition that it is 

essentially just, just in principle and just in the particular, including that particular we 
call “myself”. Similarly one’s future karma has to be accepted, as if by anticipation: 
one must expect to reap as one has sown and not otherwise. 

What must be remembered at every turn is that karma is the expression of the 
inherent equilibrium of the Universe, which is always present in toto, with every 
apparent disturbance of balance automatically entailing its compensating reaction 
whereby the total balance is maintained: karma is therefore not only just, it expresses 
the very principle of justice, which is even balance. 

For man, an attitude of acceptance in the face of his state of existence, as determined 
by antecedent karma, as also in the face of the unavoidable happenings of his existence 
while that state lasts, the fruits of karma, is both realistic in itself and morally sound. 
This attitude has often been stigmatized as “fatalistic”, especially when displayed by 
Orientals, but the intended criticism starts out from a faulty premise, namely from a 
confusing of mere passivity versus one’s fate with resignation, which is an intellectual 
attitude, active therefore and allied to detachment; it rests on an understanding of a 
real situation by a mind free from wishful thinking. 

Fatalism, which also exists among men, can only be imputed where someone 
adopts a helpless attitude in respect of elements still indeterminate and therefore 
still offering openings for the exercise of free willing and acting in some degree or 
other. If, for instance, the house catches fire or if one’s child is taken ill these are 
results of karma and must, so far as that goes, be accepted; but there is no evidence to 
prove that standing by and letting the fire consume the house or failing to call in the 
doctor (whose existence in the neighborhood, incidentally, is also a fruit of karma) 
is an already predestined fact and it would be straining the doctrine of karma to hold 
back from an obviously reasonable, as well as possible, action on the strength of a 
pessimistically prejudged result; lack of initiative and a spirit of resignation are two 
very different things. 

Admittedly the kind of attitude we have been describing is sometimes to be found 
among simple people, especially in the East, so that the accusation of fatalism is not 
unjustified in some cases. Equally often, however the attitude decried as fatalism is not 
such, but springs from true resignation in the face of unavoidable ills, in which case it is 
wholly justifiable and sane; just as, on the other hand, congenital readiness of Western 
people to fight an apparently losing battle is often rewarded by an unexpected success 
and represents realism of another kind, namely a willingness to challenge fate as long 
as the least hope remains of altering a bad situation for the better. Each of the two 
attitudes has its proper place in human affairs and each goes with its characteristic 
abuse: as between an unthinking fatalism and a tendency to kick obstinately against 
the pricks there is not much to choose. 

The point to grasp is that though the dispensations of karma, once declared, have to 
be accepted for what they are, as inherently just—therefore also without resentment 
which would in fact be futile--yet at the same time the use of such resources as lie to 
hand (also thanks to one’s karma) is justified pending a final declaration of the result: 
within these limits remedial action is in no wise opposed to resignation. 
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The all-important thing, however, when undertaking any action aimed at promoting 
human welfare, whether at an individual or a collective level, is not to lose sight of 
the essential truth of impermanence, as pertaining to the action itself and its eventual 
consequences; whatever degree of success or non-success may appear to attach to 
the latter, this will never be definitive in either sense, such being precluded by the 
very nature of that samsāric process in which both action and its fruits appear but 
episodically. The pathetic hope, fostered by the mystique of “progress” that by a 
successive accumulation of human contrivances samsāra itself will somehow be, if 
not abolished, permanently tilted in a comfortable direction is as incompatible with 
Buddhist realism as with historical probability. Among obstacles to Enlightenment 
there can be none greater than to forget samsāra and our own inescapable place in 
it—in other words, to forget the first of the Four Noble Truths, enunciated by the 
Buddha, namely the necessary association of existence with suffering in some degree 
or other. 

Though we have spoken at some length about acceptance of one’s karma, as 
marking an important stage, a full self-identification with it takes one much further. 
For such to be realized it is necessary to recognize what should be an obvious fact, 
though often overlooked, namely that a man is his karma in the sense that all the 
various elements which together have gone into the composition of his empirical 
personality, what he and others take for his “self”, are one and all products of karma, 
and so are the modifications through which that personality passes in the course of its 
becoming: family, possessions, occasional happenings, illness, old age or what you will. 
Apart from these “accidental” products of becoming, that personality would not exist 
and when they fall apart it no longer is. Therefore there is a real identity between the 
process and the product and once this is clearly recognized it should be possible to go 
a stage further and make friends with one’s karma as Sāvitri made friends with Death 
when he came to fetch her husband and conquered him by so doing. 

ii. Now for our second question: what constitutes good karma? 
An average layman would probably answer something like this: merit, good 

karma, accrues to him who leads an upright, pious life, keeping the Precepts, showing 
compassion to fellow creatures of every kind and contributing duly to the support 
of the sacred congregation, the Sangha: if the man is a monk he may add one or two 
items to the list, but broadly speaking this is the answer one will get. If one also asks 
him what are the fruits of meritorious karma he will probably say “a healthy and 
happy life, a painless death, with rebirth into a state of felicity among gods or the 
like, or else again as man.” Now this kind of answer, which is conventional, though 
acceptable as far as it goes, hardly makes for a far-reaching aspiration. The attitude 
remains samsāric, there is no touch of Buddha-thinking here. 

For one in whom “the mind of Bodhi” has begun to stir, be it ever so slightly, 
a different answer is required. Before he calls his karma “good” or “bad”, he will 
want to know, above all, whether or not it places him in favorable circumstances 
for encompassing “the one thing needful”, as Christ described it; rewards for merit, 
assessable only according to the scale of samsāric values, hold little attraction for such 
a man. A beatitude minus the essential opportunity is not far from being, for him, a 
hell. 

Once a man begins to hold such views, his valuation of things around him and 
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also in the world at large cannot but change its emphasis, since it will be influenced, 
at every turn, by this paramount consideration: is this conducive to Enlightenment 
or is it not, and if it is, how far is it so? This thought becomes the touch-stone of 
discernment in things great and small and nothing will henceforth be immune to 
reappraisal in the light of it. 

By this criterion an unschooled beggar-woman in Tibet strong in the faith of 
Buddha has a more enviable lot than many an eminent professor in other lands whose 
obsessive pursuit of purely samsāric investigations constitutes an obstacle a hundred 
times more insurmountable than mere illiteracy and some degree of petty superstition 
could ever be for that poor woman; on balance, the illiteracy might even count as a 
gain, since it will have screened her mind effectively from the contagion of cheap 
literature—or rather would have done so had she been born in Europe, since in Tibet 
before the Communists came such a thing as profane literature was unknown, all 
books being attached to the sacred interest in some degree or other; the same of course 
would apply in any fully traditional society, whether of East or West. As between 
that woman and the professor, her simple faith, however limited, must count as an 
elementary knowledge, where colossal erudition, directed, not to the centre, but to 
numberless peripheral phenomena must count as a peculiarly pretentious form of 
ignorance. Therefore rebirth as that beggar-woman, for the professor, would spell 
almost unqualified gain; the reverse, for her, unqualified loss. 

An English traveler was once asked by a Tibetan “what is the good of trying to 
suppress all superstitions since, on a final count, whatever exists outside Bodhi, 
outside Enlightenment, and whatever does not lead there, is but superstition?” A 
Mongol also once asked the writer if it was true that the British, as he had been given 
to understand, were all completely without superstitions of the kind to be found 
among the people of his own country or Tibet. On being given a few instances of 
superstitions still current in Europe he said, with evident relief, “then there is hope 
for these people after all, since their mind is not completely closed (he might have 
said “sterilized”) in respect of things that do not meet the eye”. The above examples, 
which can be varied in a hundred ways, should be sufficient to illustrate the principle 
at play. 

People speak of prosperity as if they had a right to it regardless of their karma, 
and of adversity as if it were something in which they had no stake; but here again it 
is necessary to discriminate in the light of the respective karmic fruits. For the man 
of insight, a form of prosperity tending to increase distraction (though this does not 
always happen, of course) must be reckoned a drawback from the point of view of 
fruits, while an adversity which serves to open one’s eyes must be accounted more of 
a boon than a punishment: merit might earn the latter, where an unfavorable karma 
would place one in the former as a stage on the way to hell. 

For instance, would the early Christian martyrs have been gainers if in place of the 
terrible suffering they were called upon to face they had been born, say, as prosperous 
business men in New York today? Was a certain monk murdered for refusing to 
preach against religion at the bidding of the Communists, or was the humble retainer 
they also murdered because he persisted in denying that the feudal landowner he 
served had behaved oppressively a victim of bad, or a gainer of good karma? On a 
short view they both suffered, on a long view both earned the crown of martyrdom, it 
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is for oneself to judge which is the overriding criterion in every such case. Remember 
that in samsāra there are no absolute categories, every criterion can be read two ways. 
That is why each case that crops up has to be settled on its merits, in reference to 
the one supreme interest, otherwise one’s conclusions will remain both crude and 
dubious. 

One other example drawn from a source very foreign to the Buddhist world will 
help to clinch the argument: I remember an occasion some years ago when I sat listening 
to Wagner’s music-drama Die Walküre. It was the scene where Wotan, chief of the 
gods, is about to sentence his daughter, Brunhilde, the celestial warrior-maiden, to 
deprivation of her godhood for having disobeyed his command to side with Hunding, 
and in his person with the laws of conventional morality, against Siegmund who here 
stands for the cause of spirit versus the letter and as the exception that proves the 
rule. This story was taken by Wagner from an ancient German myth, a symbolical 
narrative, that is to say, charged with a metaphysical message which the composer 
must have felt instinctively even if he did not consciously penetrate its every meaning. 

The crux of the story is that Wotan, to punish his daughter, turns her into an 
ordinary woman: that is to say, Brunhild is caused to exchange a state which, though 
it bespeaks superior powers, remains peripheral, in favor of the human state, which 
is central. Thus the seeming punishment becomes a real reward: as a further result, 
according to the myth, Brunhild, now a woman, becomes the spouse of Siegried, type 
of the Solar Hero—and let us not forget that traditionally “solarity” is an attribute 
of the Buddha himself. If we translate the episode into Buddhist terms, Brunhild’s 
good karma, due to her having shown true discernment when faced with a crucial 
choice, won her a place on the axis of Deliverance: this is the essential point, the 
“punishment” is only incidental. This all came to me in a flash, as I sat under the spell 
of that glorious music, which thus served as an upāya as a catalyst of wisdom hidden 
in the old German and Scandinavian mythology which otherwise I might never have 
discovered for myself. 

iii. Thirdly and lastly: concerning karma as determinant of a man’s vocation, of his own 
specific dharma: 

We said, when discussing the first of our three headings, that a man is his karma 
inasmuch as he owes to it all the various elements of which his human personality 
is compounded, nothing being found there that he can call his own in the sense of a 
personal constant or selfhood. 

Now what is received through one’s karma is necessarily delimited: it includes 
certain elements and excludes others and these between them mark the positive and 
negative boundaries of the personality concerned. By the same token one is shown 
what possibilities of action lie open to one—as also of thought. since this is activity of 
a kind and limited in its own way. The things one lacks cannot be utilized, each man 
must needs work with the tools, mental or physical, he has been given and this means, 
in effect, that he will be qualified for certain kinds of activity and not for others: it 
indicates for each his own vocational trend and this, when one is striving to find one’s 
centre is already a valuable pointer. 

The Buddhas have trodden the path beforehand: they have left a tradition as a 
compass to keep men facing in the right direction together with various “means of 
grace” from the Noble Eightfold Program downwards. What even the Buddhas do not 
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do, however, is to travel in our place; each must approach the Centre of Knowledge 
in his own peculiar way, for the experience of each being is unrepeatable, every 
possibility in the Universe is unique. 

Let no one feel discouraged because his knowledge is as yet minute; rather let him 
think of enlarging it by every means in his power; minute or not, it is a spark and with 
a spark it is possible to kindle a still brighter lamp and thus pursue the way. 

May that lamp grow, for each and all of us, till it has reached the brillance and 
magnitude of a Vaisakh Moon.1 

According to the Indian Calendar, the full moon in the month of May which marked the Buddha’s Enlightenment at the 
foot of the World-Tree at Gaya. 
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Chance  
by  

Lord Northbourne  

ROULETTE is the type of games of chance. It depends on the fact that the behaviour of the 
ball is unpredictable because the factors that cause the ball to fall into one slot and not into 
another are not ascertainable under the conditions of the game. Or so we have been taught; 
and so most of us have believed, not only as concerns roulette, but also as concerns all other 
occasions on which we seem to have no alternative but to attribute occurrences to chance. We 
have believed that there is a reason for everything; in other words, that the law of causality is 
inexorable, although we often cannot trace the course of the chain of causation. 

There are however scientists and mathematicians who maintain that the law of causality 
is not applicable to certain events occurring in the domain of sub-atomic physics. Those 
events are believed to be invariably accompanied by a factor of uncertainty, in such a way 
that they cannot be described simultaneously in terms of both the position and the velocity of 
the entities involved. It is therefore impossible to establish causal relationships between these 
events, or between them and other events; they are therefore considered to be exempt from 
the law of causality in which most of us believe, so that they can properly be said to occur 
for no reason whatever. The same scientists believe that these events play a fundamental part 
in the constitution and behavior of matter, and they regard matter as the fundamental reality 
underlying all the phenomena of the physical universe, and the physical universe in turn as 
representing reality itself in its entirety, all other realities being contained in it and subsidiary 
to it. From this position it is but a step to a declaration that the ruling principle of the universe 
is chance, and not a principle of strict causality. There are then no longer any certainties, but 
only probabilities, and any so-called law of causality becomes no more than a description of 
the large-scale effects of the operation of statistical probabilities of a very high order, so high 
that in practice they amount to certainties. Thus our daily lives are not noticeably affected 
in the short term, but our philosophy, in so far as it takes a metaphysical or religious turn, is 
profoundly affected, and our philosophy cannot but react on our lives in the long term, surely 
even if imperceptibly. 

Public interest in these matters, such as it is, has recently been centered mainly on the 
application of what may be called a “principle of non-causality” to the appearance of life on 
this earth, which is the main theme of a book entitled Chance and Necessity by Professor 
Jacques Monod. This centering of interest is perhaps natural, for we regard ourselves as very 
important, and it may account in part for the phenomenal success of the book; but that success 
is also attributable to the fact that the confusions of the present day, philosophical, religious 
and social, have made the public eager to grasp at anything that may seem to offer a new way of 
looking at things. However that may be, no special application to life or to anything else affects 
the essential implications of any questioning of the principle of universal causality. If anything, 
life or anything else, is without a cause, the very foundations of thought and of belief as they 
have existed hitherto are called in question. 

If we know anything at all, we know that there are things, events, phenomena, and that we 
ourselves are among them. We see that all are inter-connected, closely or remotely, in such a 
way that they can be envisaged as the single whole we call the universe. We infer, not only that 
all inter-relationships are what they are by virtue of the universality of a chain of causation, but 
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also that the coherence of the universe implies some kind of comprehensive or prime cause. It 
is now suggested, not only that the chain of causation is in some sense an illusory or at least a 
secondary phenomenon, but also that the attribution of the coherence of the universe to any 
kind of prime cause is unnecessary and even misleading, since in reality chance lies at the root 
of all things. 

It is difficult to see how any such contention can be reconciled with the claim that scientific 
knowledge is built up by a strictly rational process of observation and deduction. Any such 
process necessitates a strict adherence to causality; the principle of causality is the only thing 
that can hold the scientific or any other body of knowledge together. How can a science that 
claims to be strictly coherent and rational deny the applicability of the principle of causality 
in the very domain which it regards as principial with respect to all other domains? Thought, 
including that of the scientists, is consequential, and consequentiality is causal. One might ask: 
at what point in the development of phenomena from their allegedly fortuitous beginnings 
does the causality on which science is built up become operative? It certainly seems to be 
operative in our unspecialized experience, and the scientists behave as if it were so in their 
more specialized domain. One could also suggest that, since the methods of statistical analysis 
by which probabilities are assessed demand that the data dealt with should be arranged in 
a random manner, that is, by chance and not systematically, the conclusions reached in the 
present case are a result of the methods by which they are sought. In other words: in order 
to deal with a multitude of events by the methods of statistical analysis, it is necessary that 
those events should appear to be without cause, and that is just what the sub-atomic events in 
question are postulated to be. 

A layman is liable to be told that, since he cannot grasp the subtleties of atomic physics, 
he is not entitled to criticize its findings. That is true as it stands; nevertheless, a scientist lays 
himself open to criticism as soon as he bases a philosophy on those findings and presents it to 
the public. When that philosophy questions an older one based on considerations of a very 
different kind, a layman is fully entitled to compare the two and to ask himself how far the 
claim of the atomic physicist to have penetrated to the foundations of existence is justified. 

What the physicists have discovered is precisely this: the more closely one tries to isolate 
and to examine as such the material on which the ordering of the universe is as it were imposed, 
the more nebulous, chaotic, disordered, or causeless does that material appear to be. This 
discovery (if that is the right word for something that has hitherto been axiomatic) has misled 
many people, including scientists and philosophers, into supposing that the universe as a whole 
is fundamentally chaotic, and that the appearance of an order of which life is the most complex 
development is attributable to fortuitous combinations of events that are in themselves fortuitous. 
All that the physicists can rightly be said to have demonstrated is that the principle of order 
does not reside in the material aspect of things. That idea lacks novelty, to say the least of it; it is 
indeed an essential part of all religious and traditional conceptions concerning the origin of the 
universe. If this last interpretation of the observations and calculations of sub-atomic physicists 
could be accepted by them, religion and science would be reconciled at least to that extent. 
It is however very difficult for modern science to accept this interpretation because, although 
it is always looking for fundamental causes, it insists that their reality must be verifiable by 
observation and deduction. Religion and tradition insist on the contrary that the fundamental 
cause of all things is necessarily inaccessible to observation. Some scientists and philosophers 
would admit this, but they seem to be reluctant to accept all the consequences of doing so. One 
of those consequences is that the fundamental cause, being necessarily operative in all domains 
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and at all times, is inescapable; it dominates everything and is therefore of supreme relevance 
in all possible circumstances; if there be any means whereby man can conform himself to its 
manner of operation, he neglects those means at his peril. 

Means to that end are offered by the great religions and traditions. They differ widely in 
form as between one religion and another, but neither those differences, nor any question 
concerning the relative superiority or inferiority of any particular religion, are relevant to the 
present discussion. The word “Principle”, written with a capital P, will therefore be used 
hereafter to designate the fundamental cause of all things as envisaged in religion and tradition, 
regardless of whether, or in what manner, that Principle is “personalized” or “divinized” in any 
particular case. This may seem to involve the over-simplification of a complex and variable 
situation; it is justified by the fact that the question at issue is one of universal application and of 
extreme simplicity. The question is: Principle or no Principle? In religious terms this becomes: 
“God or chance”? Whichever answer we choose, the potentiality of all phenomena, sub-atomic 
or otherwise, must be present in it. 

The unity of the universe is a phenomenon, the fact that the universe is a “cosmos”, an 
order and not a “chaos”. So is the fact that this order comprises, not only the nebulae and the 
stars, the mountains and the seas, but also something called “life”, which although known 
to us only in its terrestrial form, seems to be in a sense an ultimate in possibilities, since it 
includes, at least in its human manifestation, not only certain powers of control, but also a 
power of comprehension whereby the entire universe can be as it were assembled and looked 
at either analytically or synthetically, as if by a being situated outside it. If the existence of 
a comprehending humanity must be accounted for, so must its other qualities: for instance, 
its aspirations towards beauty, goodness, love and holiness (if it be admitted that anything 
so indefinable as holiness is a reality), and even the liability of humanity to the distortion 
and betrayal of those aspirations. It could perhaps be argued that the potentiality of anything 
whatsoever is present in chance, so why not that of man and his qualities? The answer is that 
they are integral parts of an ordered whole, whereas chance is by definition an absence of order; 
therefore an ordered whole cannot arise by chance alone. 

The question can also be looked at in this way: how comes it that there is anything at all? 
Chance must have something to work with: one cannot play roulette without a ball. There is 
an axiom: “Ex nihilo nihil fit”—“nothing can come out of nothing”. That axiom is self-evident 
and irrefutable for the simple reason that there is no such thing as nothing. The entities involved 
in the sub-atomic events that are considered to be causeless are not nothing, that is to say, they 
have some validity—if they have not it is a waste of time to speak of them—and as such they 
did not come out of nothing. Their existence precedes their behavior; their behavior, even if 
it were causeless, would not justify an attribution of causelessness to their existence. But their 
behavior has also some reality—and again, if it has not, it is a waste of time to speak of it—it 
too therefore did not come out of nothing; in other words, there must be a reason for it. 

The great, the only worthwhile search of humanity, the search that has never been wholly 
abandoned, is a search for a principle that will provide a foundation for a logical system of 
thought which can avoid either going round and round in circles or coming to a dead end. 
Reason cannot operate in vacuo; it too cannot be founded on nothing; it demands a stable 
principle, not a pseudo-principle like chance which is the very type and model of instability, 
otherwise it must crumble and give way to unreason. That indeed is very much what seems 
to be happening; if so, it is perhaps not surprising that conduct as well as thought is becoming 
more and more “un-principled” in the full sense of that old-fashioned but meaningful word. 
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Acceptance of the religious and traditional view of the origin of the universe and of man, 
with all its emphasis on the mystery of the transcendence of the Principle, carries with it 
consequences that are many and far-reaching. One of those consequences is that we must 
utterly deny causelessness in respect of anything whatsoever, while accepting that we can never 
hope to grasp fully the nature of the prime cause of all things, nor to analyze exhaustively the 
manner of its operation. We must reject chance absolutely, but in return we must acknowledge 
a Principle which must for ever be outside the range of our limited powers of observation 
and deduction, and we must embrace it with all our hearts and souls and minds and strength. 
We must acknowledge in thought, word and deed that the fear of the Lord, and not any 
effort, however intense, to bring ideas into conformity with ascertained fact, is the beginning of 
wisdom. Any such acknowledgment is necessarily an act of faith. Faith can arise from a vision 
that penetrates beyond the confines of this world, and then it can be impregnable without the 
aid of argument, nevertheless argument can sometimes be a useful support to it. If there is a 
reason for everything, there must be a reason for faith, even though that reason can never be 
reduced to a formula, since in the last analysis it is not other than the nature of the Principle 
itself. It may however not be out of place to try to suggest a few relevant considerations. 

The simple question is: “is there a reason for everything or is there not”. If the answer is 
“no”, the only sensible conclusion is “let us then eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we 
die”. If the answer is “yes”, a further question inevitably follows: “how much can we know of 
the nature of that reason”. To this last question, religion and tradition offer an answer which is 
inevitably limited in one way or another, but is realistic in terms of the limitations of human 
nature. The all-embracing Principle that brought the universe into order out of chaos, and 
maintains that order through the operation of a strict law of causality alone is limitless. 

Order, whether of the universe as a whole or of anything else, presupposes something 
that can be called “direction” or “tendency”, or, by analogy with human nature, “purpose”. 
The traditional view, although it is expressed in so many different ways, always envisages 
this tendency or purpose as springing from and leading towards something that can be called, 
in an absolute sense, “good”. The world is a manifestation of the pure and infinite goodness 
of the Principle, but, not being the Principle, the world is not pure goodness, but is tainted 
with that negation of goodness we call “evil”. The world came from the Principle and must 
return to it; that return implies a reintegration in which evil can have no place. Man shares 
the imperfection of the world, but, as the ultimate development in the manifestation of the 
Principle, he becomes as it were the instrument through which the reintegration is brought 
about: His whole duty therefore, and his whole advantage, consist first in learning what goodness 
really is, and then in pursuing it with his whole heart. An imperfect terrestrial humanity does 
not always see clearly where its advantage really lies; for that reason its aspiration in this life 
is nearly always towards a relative good, often towards a highly relative or even an illusory 
good; nevertheless the goal is always there, however dimly it may be seen and however feebly 
it may be sought, and it is in the last analysis nothing less than an absolute good, the ineffable 
goodness of the Principle itself. That goodness is reflected in the world and in man, especially 
in the great traditional human virtues. Surely therefore the practice of those virtues, much 
more than any accumulation of information or cultivation of mental agility and ingenuity, 
is what is needed to bring humanity into conformity with the principial order; virtues such 
as humility, perseverance, patience, generosity, simplicity and dignity? And above all these 
stands the indefinable quality of holiness, the possibility of which alone justifies the supremacy 
of man over other creatures. To seek these things, rather than the apparent advantages that 
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can be procured by the exercise of ingenuity represents the only realistic aim, since failure to 
conform ourselves, in so far as our individuality and circumstances permit, to the principial 
order cannot but involve us in penalties proportionate to our divergence from that order. Such, 
in summary form, is the traditional view, and acceptance of it is anything but a mere wishful 
optimism. Nevertheless, when we, not being wholly good, diverge beyond a certain point from 
the principial order, the Principle itself, being wholly good, intervenes directly and restores 
order by a new self-revelation. Meanwhile, since there is in reality no order other than the 
principial, our divergences from it lead first to confusion and ultimately to chaos. 

Confusion is apparent in all domains today. Periods of confusion have occurred before, but 
never on such a world-wide scale. The present is a time when the separation of the world from 
its Principle is tending towards a maximum, and current philosophies reflect the tendencies 
of the period and at the same time reinforce them. Hence an increasing separativity in all 
domains, conspicuously in the separation of man from Nature and of man from man; towards 
the rejection of traditional principles and the substitution for them of pseudo-principles, such 
as the modern one of an open-mindedness or a so-called “freedom of thought”, closely related 
to the experimental approach characteristic of modern sciences which legitimizes anything 
and everything and multiplies conflict of opinion; towards the rejection of the conception of 
hierarchy as a chain linking all things to the highest, and the substitution of an egalitarianism 
which considers the individual in isolation and thereby accentuates his isolation; towards a 
priority of quantitative economic and financial considerations over all others, leading with the 
aid of modern science, to the mechanization and industrialization of normal human activities, 
polluting the environment and progressively dehumanizing normal human relationships; 
and simultaneously, in science itself, to a predominance of atomistic interpretations of the 
constitution and functioning of the world of Nature, of which that under discussion is an 
extreme example. 

All these tendencies lead first to the confusion and ultimately to a sort of inversion of the 
principial or divine or natural order (the three epithets are here more or less equivalent); that 
order is hierarchical in structure, and by it all domains, human and non-human, are normally 
unified. This disorder is reflected in contemporary thought, in which, however ably presented 
it may be, the hierarchical ordering of all things terrestrial is confused, until at last it is inverted, 
and realities of the lowest rank are accorded the status of principles, as is precisely the case 
with the nebulous realities dealt with in sub-atomic physics. A comparable case is that of the 
tenebrous and chaotic realities to which so much attention is paid in modern psychology, and 
especially in psycho-analysis. The effects of this inversion of priorities are dissolving and must 
in the end be disastrous; they include the atom bomb, with all its psychological side-effects, as 
well as the disruption of society by subversive influences in the fields of politics, morality and 
the arts. 

If this is a fairly true picture of the reverse side of the coin, at least as it appears today, 
the picture of the obverse is very different, for it is one of the ultimate goodness of all things. 
The Principle as such is total and unchanging goodness and beauty. Its self-revelation in the 
universe cannot but be complete; it must therefore comprise all possibilities compatible with 
the conditions that characterize the universe, possibilities not only of unity, but also of diversity. 
Diversity implies a qualitative differentiation of which some manifestations are superior and 
some inferior, the inferior possibilities being those that conform least closely to the principial 
order; their life is therefore short, and their dissolution makes way for a restoration—or “re-
revelation”—of order. All apparent irreconcilables, such as order and chaos, life and death, good 
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and evil, pleasure and plan, love and hate, time and eternity, multiplicity and unity, and even a 
God who appears to be changeable, sometimes gentle and sometimes stern, all are implicit in 
the mystery of the self-revelation of the Principle in the universe; they are therefore essentially 
good, and even their apparently disorderly aspects are necessary elements in that goodness. In 
all this chance plays no part, save that of a temporary delusion arising from the inescapable 
limitations of human understanding. 

There is a reason for the existence of this world and of everything in it. That reason is 
both one and many, and it is one before it is many, otherwise the world would not be a 
coherent whole. Its unity comprises the possibility of diversity, but pure diversity cannot even 
be imagined, since it would imply a total absence of comparability or relationship between 
its parts. The diversity of the universe is a coherent diversity; it is as it were a deployment 
in time and space of the principial unity; that diversity is temporal and changeable, unity is 
not; therefore to unity the universe must return. Meanwhile the universe manifests a strict 
internal causality wherein every event has its immediate cause and every event is in its turn the 
immediate cause of other events, so that every event is both a consequence and a cause. No 
break in the internal chain of causality is possible, since that chain is no more than a reflection 
of the unity of the Principle considered as supreme cause. Therefore if pure chance could be 
the ultimate reason for anything whatever, that thing would be completely detached from the 
universe and would consequently be wholly beyond our ken; the supposedly causeless events 
under discussion cannot therefore in reality be causeless. 

We are apt to think that we cannot really understand these matters unless we can bring the 
Principle itself within the range of the comprehension of our limited, changeable and perishable 
mental powers. We can however only diminish our conception of the Principle by attempting 
to do so, for the majesty of the Principle is such that we would be instantly annihilated if we 
could come into its unveiled presence. Since nothing can be contrary to the principial ordering 
of the universe, our very existence proves that it is necessary that we should be as we are, with 
all our limitations, for a time; the Principle therefore veils its full majesty from us, and reveals 
itself to us in a manner suited to the nature which it has itself conferred on us. How could things 
be otherwise? The religion that springs from that revelation constitutes for us the way of return 
to the Principle, and there is no other way. In religion the temporal and the eternal meet. The 
temporal element alone is liable to. change; it is liable moreover to forget its own subordinate 
situation and to allow the principial aspect of divinity to slip into the background in order that it 
may the more strongly assert its own contingent and human nature. The contingent and human 
element in religion is far from being unimportant, but it is dissolving if it is allowed to obscure 
the principial and universal element. If God is absolute, infinite, eternal, the beginning and the 
end, our dependence is in fact total whatever we may think, and our conscious submission 
must therefore also be total. But we insist on behaving as if we were independent beings, as 
if anything we think or say or do could possibly have nothing to do with God. In doing so we 
are in effect trying to break the chain of causality that joins us to the supreme Cause; needless 
to say, we are unable to do anything of the kind; but at least we ought not to be surprised if 
confusion results from our attempts at the impossible. 

The question is this: do we owe our existence to something immeasurably greater than 
ourselves, a changeless and infinite goodness, beauty, majesty and power, rigorous in its mercy 
and merciful in its rigor, infinitely remote yet infinitely near, mysterious and all-comprehending, 
beside which the best that we can know or imagine fades to insignificance? If we accept this 
view, we must accept it in its severe as well as in its gentle implications, and we must accept it 
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wholly, for the Absolute knows no compromise. And then grandeur, beauty, love and holiness 
become realities, and not mere accidents of our psychological constitution; for they are more 
real than we are, and our striving towards them is the measure of our worth and the shaper of 
our ultimate destiny. Or do we on the other hand owe our existence to something that is less 
than ourselves because it is a product of our own observation and cerebration, namely, to the 
coexistence of an indefinite multiplicity of events in themselves both trivial and fortuitous, 
but occasionally forming accidental combinations, more or less ordered, of which the life we 
know is but a curious and exceptional example? The choice is ours; but if we feel that we must 
choose the latter, then nothing is great, nothing is wonderful, nothing is even good except in a 
highly contingent and provisional sense, nothing has any ultimate significance whatever, and we 
are no more than the beneficiaries or the victims, as the case may be, of something comparable 
in kind, if not in scale, to a run of good or bad luck in a game of roulette. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

It is ironic that of all countries in Europe, France was the only one that could have 
had a revolution—not because she groaned under the lash of tyranny, but, on the 
contrary, because she tolerated and even invited every conceivable dissension and heresy. 
Restlessness, a passion for novelty and the pursuit of excitement were everywhere in the 
air. They were the fruits of idleness and leisure, not of poverty. 

Stanley Loomis, Paris in the Terror. 
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Persia and the Destiny of Islamic Philosophy  
by 

 Seyyed Hossein Nasr  

IT was in the destiny of Islam as the last religion of the present humanity to integrate into its 
intellectual and spiritual universe all the elements of the knowledge and wisdom of earlier tra-
ditions that were in accordance with it unitary perspective. Since Islam claims not to bring a 
new doctrine but to re-affirm and reveal in its fullness the doctrine of unity (tawhīd) which lies 
at the heart of all the antecedent traditions, whether they be formal exotericisms or mystery 
religions, in Muslim eyes the light of the Muhammadan prophecy (risālah muhammadiyyah) 
absorbed unto itself the light of all the earlier manifestations of the spirit. According to Is-
lamic esotericism, the inner reality of all the prophets is the same. Therefore, with the plenary 
manifestation of this reality in the Quranic revelation, Muslims also came to possess by right 
whatever form of wisdom that derived from the earlier epiphanies of this one and the same 
spiritual reality, which in the Islamic perspective is identified with the “Reality of Muhammad” 
(al-haqīqat al-muhammadiyyah).1 

This particular characteristic of the Islamic revelation has made it possible on the religious 
plane for pre-Islamic prophets of the Abrahamic line to appear as stars in the firmament of 
Islam;2 hence many Muslims pray not only to the Prophet of Islam but also to pre-Islamic 
prophets such as Christ and Abraham. Moreover the Virgin Mary plays an important role in 
daily Muslim piety as well as in certain dimensions of Islamic esotericism.3 As for the intel-
lectual plane, this characteristic enabled Islam to integrate into its universe the sciences and 
learning of worlds as far apart as the Graeco-Roman complex and China. Elements drawn from 
sources as far removed from each other as Roman agriculture and Chinese alchemy found a 
home for themselves in the Islamic sciences from the 2nd/8th and 3rd/9th centuries. Likewise 
metaphysical and cosmological symbols and themes from India to Greece gained a new life in 
the light of Islamic gnosis and after becoming Islamicized were employed as elements in the 
intellectual edifice created by Islamic civilization. 

The domain of traditional Islamic philosophy4 is no exception to what one observes in the 
field of the sciences in general. Islamic philosophy came into being as a result of meditation 
upon both the teaching of Islam and the heritage of the ancient world by men whose spirit 
was molded by the Quran.5 But strangely enough, in this field, mostly because of the nearly 
exclusive occupation of Western scholars with the Peripatetic school, the Graeco-Alexandrian 
elements that played a formative role in Islamic philosophy have alone been emphasized, while 

1 This doctrine is developed fully in the Fusūs al-hikam of Ibn ‘Arabi and al-Insān al-kāmil of ‘Abd al-Karim al-Jili. See Ibn 
‘Arabi, La Sagesse des prophètes, trans. by T. Burckhardt, Paris, 1955; also al-Jili, De l’homme universal, trans. by T. Burckhardt, 
Lyon, 1953. 
2  See S. H. Nasr, Sufi Essays, London, 1972, chapter 8. 
3  See F. Schuon, Dimensions of Islam, trans. by P. Townsend, London, 1970, chapter 7. 
4 Throughout this essay we use the term philosophy in its traditional sense and not in its current Western connotation, which 
is alien to Islam as to all other traditional civilizations. 
5 In most studies in Western languages the importance of Islam and the Quran in particular in the genesis and development of 
Islamic philosophy is far under-estimated. See S. H. Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, Cambridge (U.S.A.), 1964, introduction: and H. 
Corbin (with the collaboration of S. H. Nasr and O. Yahya), Histoire de la philosophie islamique, Paris, 1964, pp. 13ff. 
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the ancient Iranian elements have been neglected. 
There is of course no doubt that the Graeco-Alexandrian heritage is the most important ex-

ternal source in the genesis of Islamic philosophy, but this should not mean that other factors be 
excluded. It must be remembered that Greek philosophy in its early stage had profound con-
tacts with the East, including the Mazdean world, and that again in the Alexandrian school the 
Athenian heritage came under the influence of many currents of Oriental and more particularly 
Iranian traditions. The Chaldean Oracles,6 which represents the wisdom of a Mazdeo-Chaldean 
synthesis in Mesopotamia, influenced Neoplatonism deeply,7 and the so-called “Hellenized 
Magi”8 were an important element in certain intellectual currents of the Hellenistic world. If 
we examine carefully—and without the Renaissance prejudice which refused to see anything 
of value beyond a Greece viewed solely from the limited perspective of humanism—the total-
ity of the Graeco-Alexandrian heritage including the Neo-pythagorean, Hermetic, Neoplatonic 
and Chaldean elements, we will discover even within this heritage elements of Oriental and 
more particularly Iranian traditions. It may therefore be said with certainty that Islamic philoso-
phy inherited not only the knowledge of the Greeks but also that of the ancient Near East and 
the Persians, all of which it trans-formed through its own genius into a crystal that caused to 
radiate in new directions the luminosity that issued forth from the Quranic revelation. 

This wide basis from which Islamic philosophy drew the materia to which it gave a new 
forma, deriving from the teachings of Islam, was to have an important role to play in the future 
destiny of Islamic philosophy. The Greeks were never converted to Islam and Islamic Egypt 
was so deeply transformed ethnically as to have very little ethnic relationship with Hellenistic 
Alexandria. But the Persians did adopt Islam and in fact, while preserving an ethnic and linguis-
tic continuity with their past, became so profoundly Islamicized as to become one of the chief 
architects of Islamic civilization and the vehicle for the spread of Islam to lands farther east. 
The persistence of the tradition of Islamic philosophy in Persia until modern times could not 
be completely unrelated to this fact,9 especially since it was with the revival of the “wisdom of 
the ancient Persians” by Suhrawardi that Islamic philosophy gained a new lease upon life and 
was able to survive and in fact spread in the eastern lands of Islam. 

To elucidate this matter it is necessary to turn to the pages of the history of Islamic phi-
losophy. Its early development from the 3rd/9th to the 5th/11th centuries, a period in which 
the central arena for activity was first Baghdad and later Khurasan, was participated in more or 
less by all the different components of the Islamic community, namely the Arabs and Persians 
and even the minorities such as the Harraneans and Christians, who played such an important 
role in the movement of translation that took place from the 2nd/8th to the 4th/10th century. 
Moreover, the fruit of the effort of this period in both philosophy and theology (Kalām), works 
of such men as al-Kindi, al-Farabi, Ibn Sind, Muskuyah (Ibn Miskawayh), al-Biruni, the Ikhwan 
al-Safa’ and the like, was read, studied and elaborated upon by scholars and students all the 
way from Persia itself to Andalusia. Throughout the length and breadth of the Islamic world 
of that time men of learning were familiar with these authors and taught and discussed their 

6  See H. Levy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, Cairo, 1956.  
7  See H. Corbin, En Islam iranien, Paris, 1971, vol. II, pp. 40ff.  
8  See J. Bidez et F. Cumont, Les mages héllénisées: Zoroaster, Ostanès et Hystaspe d’après la tradition grecque, Paris, 1938.
9 The inheriting of elements of ancient Persian wisdom both directly and through Greek sources combined with the “Persian  
identity” which continued to survive in a distinct cultural world within the total unity of Islamic civilization must certainly 
have been one factor among others which made Persia throughout Islamic history the main home of Islamic philosophy. 

27 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #1 (Winter 1972)  

works in either madrasahs or private circles. This widespread familiarity holds true also of both 
Mu‘tazilite and Ash‘arite Kalām which, although developed again mostly in Baghdad as well 
as in Kufa, Basra and Khurasan, became rapidly disseminated throughout the Islamic world. As 
a result not only did the devastating attacks of al-Ghazzali against Peripatetic philosophy reach 
Andalusia almost immediately but also his own theological and Sufi teachings influenced an Ibn 
Tumart so deeply and powerfully as to change the history of North Africa. Until the 5th/11th 
century both philosophy and the Kalām—which reacted so strongly against it and in many ways 
influenced its direction of development—spread throughout the Islamic world, even if the seat 
of the main activity in these fields remained Persia and Iraq and also to a certain degree Egypt. 

After the 5th/11th century, the situation of Islamic philosophy in the Islamic world under-
went a radical change. Although the echo of the “refutation” of al-Ghazzali was heard through-
out the Islamic world, the reaction to it was geographically speaking confined more locally. In 
the extreme West of the Islamic world a late flowering of Peripatetic philosophy culminated 
with the refutation of al-Ghazzali’s “refutation” by Ibn Rushd. But as far as the future of Islamic 
philosophy was concerned the path followed by the great commentator of Aristotle was like a 
road that led to nowhere. Although respected by later generations of Muslim philosophers, Ibn 
Rushd and his particular interpretation of Peripatetic philosophy were rejected by nearly all of 
them in favor of the more intellectual and less rationalistic interpretation of Ibn Sina. In fact 
already in the debate between the “Western” and “Oriental” Muslim commentators of Aristotle 
whose trace is to be found in the writings of Ibn Sina, it was the latter group that was destined 
to finally win the day.10 As for other figures who appeared in Andalusia after Ibn Rushd, the 
most important among them, Ibn ‘Arabi—who more than any other figure influenced the later 
intellectual life of Islam—migrated to Syria and left the deepest influence upon the Sufi schools 
of that region and also of Anatolia and Persia.11 Ibn Sabin, the other noteworthy intellectual 
figure of Andalusia, was to follow the same route to the East and die in Mecca. 

As for the other result of al-Ghazzali’s and other Ash‘arite theologian’s attack against Peri-
patetic philosophy, namely the appearance and spread of the Ishrāqī school of Suhrawardi, it 
too remained relatively localized within Persia and its neighboring areas. It did not spread to any 
appreciable extend to the Western lands of Islam, in the same way that the Andalusian school 
did not spread to the East. But this new intellectual path opened by Suhrawardi in the 6th/12th 
century, far from leading to a dead end, as was the case of the school of Ibn Rushd, was to have 
a long life which continues to this day and which was to guarantee the continuation of the life 
of Islamic philosophy at least in Persia. 

The arresting figure of Suhrawardi is perhaps the most crucial link binding the later destiny 
of Islamic philosophy with Persia and the Muslim lands influenced by Persian culture such 
as parts of the Indian subcontinent. The discussion of the short life span of this sage and the 
content of his writings do not concern us here.12 It is the significance for the future destiny of 

10 For the views of various scholars on this question see S. H. Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, Cam-
bridge (U.S.A.), 1964, pp. 189-190. 
11 See S. H. Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, chapter III. The migration of Ibn ‘Arabi to the East, however did not in any way 
prevent his influence from coloring profoundly Sufism in the Maghrib as well, to the extent that until modern times the Sufi 
masters of the Maghrib, especially those of the Shādhiliyyah order, have been among the most outstanding expositors of Ibn 
‘Arabi’s doctrines. 
12 Many studies have been devoted to him by H. Corbin including the extensive study of Suhrawardi which fills all of vol: II 
of his En Islam iranien. See also Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, chapter 2 ; and Nasr, “Suhrawardi”, in M. M. Shariff (ed.), A History 
of Muslim Philosophy, Vol. I, 1963, pp. 372-397. 

28 

http:Persia.11


Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #1 (Winter 1972)  

Islamic philosophy of his “Oriental theosophy of light” (hikmat al-ishrāq), a theosophy that is 
illuminationist and Oriental at the same time, which occupies for the moment the centre of 
our interest. 

Suppose such a figure as Suhrawardi had not appeared; then the distinct school of Islamic 
philosophy (Falsafah or Hikmah) might have died after Ibn Rushd in both the eastern and 
western lands of Islam and the waters of the stream of intellectual activity would have flowed 
into the two main river beds of Sufism and Kalām. This phenomenon is in fact observable in 
certain parts of the Islamic world, such as most of the Arab world after the 7th/13th century, 
when Sufism and Kalām themselves become more “philosophical” in their expression and ex-
clusively responsible for providing for the needs of men for an explanation of causality and of 
the nexus and laws that relate objects and events together. 

But in as much as Islamic philosophy was destined to survive, the school of Ishrāq did come 
into being and with it there appeared a form of Islamic philosophy more closely wed to intel-
lectual intuition and illumination and less imprisoned by the limitations inherent in Aristotelian 
rationalism, a philosophy or more precisely theosophy that was destined to become a bridge or 
isthmus (barzakh) between the formal religious sciences and pure Sufism. But it must also be 
remembered that the Ishraqi theosophy sought to resurrect the wisdom of the Persians or what 
Suhrawardi calls Khusrawanian wisdom (hikmat khusrawāniyyah) along with the sapiential 
aspect of the Graeco-Alexandrian heritage contained in the Hermetic and Platonic teachings. 
It was, therefore, only natural that this school should spread most of all in Persia itself where 
already other elements of the pre-Islamic civilization of the land had also been integrated into 
the civilization of the Islamic period, as seen in architectural and artistic motifs, music and lit-
erature, whose foremost example is the Shāhnāmah of Firdawsi. 

The Ishrāqī school, although first expounded in Aleppo where Suhrawardi died, spread 
most rapidly in Persia, and through the writings of the Persian philosophers such as Qutb al-Din 
Shirazi, Jalal al-Din Dawani and Ghiyath al-Din Mansûr Dashtaki it also reached India.13 This 
fact itself assured the continuation of the life of Islamic philosophy and made of Persia the final 
home for the development of its later phases. Of course two other fundamental events must 
also be taken into consideration: the revival of the school of Ibn Sina by Khwajah Nasir al-Din 
Tusi and the spread of the teachings of Ibn ‘Arabi. But both of these would have left a very dif-
ferent effect had it not been for the presence of the teachings of the Ishrāqī school. As far as Ibn 
Sina is concerned, it must be remembered that even his most faithful revivifier, Nasir al-Din, 
was deeply impregnated by Suhrawardi’s doctrines and probably taught the Hikmat al-ishrāq 
in Maraghah. Without the Ishraqi interpretation given more and more to Ibn Sina’s philoso-
phy, it is unlikely that Peripatetic (Mashshā’ī) philosophy could have continued to survive as 
a living philosophical school in Islam. As for Ibn ‘Arabi, if there had not been the metaphysical 
doctrines of the Ishrāqī school, which are in essence very close to the gnosis (‘irfān) taught by 
Ibn ‘Arabi and his students, this school would have left the same effect in Persia as it did in 
Morocco, Egypt or Malaysia. It would have influenced pure Sufis such as ‘Abd al-Wahhab al-
Sha‘rani or Hamzah Fansuri or even in Persia itself ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani but could not have 
helped in bringing into being the doctrines of such a figure as Mulla Sadra or those of any of the 
other later Muslim theosophers of Persia. 

The particular situation which developed in Persia from the 6th/12th century onward, 

13 On the spread of the school of Ishrāq see S. H. Nasr, “The Spread of the Illuminationist School of Suhrawardi,” The Islamic 
Quarterly, vol, XIV, no. 3, pp. 11- 112. 
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when a revived Islamic philosophy flourished until it reached a peak of activity in the Safavid 
period, is therefore due mostly to the spread of Ishraqi theosophy in Persia and its taking root 
rapidly in a soil which for reasons already mentioned was fully prepared to accept it. While 
in the Western lands of Islam intellectual life became concentrated in the schools of Sufism 
and Kalam, in Persia and the neighboring areas including Muslim India, Islamic philosophy 
continued to flourish as a distinct discipline fulfilling an important function in the hierarchy of 
knowledge leading from the Shari‘ite sciences to pure gnosis. Henceforth the destiny of Islamic 
philosophy was indissolubly wed to Persia, and the philosophers and theosophers of this land 
became such recognized authorities that whenever Muslims from other lands wanted to master 
this particular branch of the Islamic intellectual sciences (al-‘ulūm al-‘aqliyyah) they would 
travel to Persia. As late as the last century the great Qajar sage, Hajji Mulla Hadi Sabziwari, had 
students from as far away as the Muslim community of Tibet studying under him in Sabziwar. 

The discussion of the destiny of Islamic philosophy in Persia would be incomplete without 
mentioning the remarkable renaissance of the traditional sciences and especially Hikmah during 
the Safavid period. For many reasons, including the political unification of Persia and the result-
ing period of peace and tranquility during which the pursuit of the religious sciences was en-
couraged, and the establishment of Shi‘ism as the state religion—Shi‘ism being in general more 
sympathetic to the study of Hikmah and in fact possessing in its structure profound relations 
with the metaphysical principles of Islamic philosophy especially the school of Ishrāq14—there 
was a veritable renaissance of Hikmah during the Safavid period. The father of this school, 
which has now come to be known as the “School of Ispahan”, is Mir Damad, who has received 
as yet little attention in the West.15 But the most outstanding figure of the period is his student, 
Sadr al-Din Shirazi, whom many Persians consider as the greatest of the Islamic philosophers in 
the realm of metaphysics (ilāhiyyāt). 16 

The writings of Sadr al-Din in Hikmah are in many ways like the Shah mosque of Ispahan 
in architecture—the peak and apogee of a long tradition which suddenly produces its great and 
definitive master-piece. Sadr al-Din, who was a man of the greatest piety and asceticism, pos-
sessed a high spiritual station (maqām) and was at the same time gifted with the most remark-
able power of logical analysis, marks the summit of the development of Islamic philosophy in 
Persia. He is the peak of a millenium of Islamic intellectual life and at the same time the source 
from which has flowed numerous tributaries that have nourished the intellectual life of Persia 
and Muslim India during the past three and a half centuries. 

Even after Sadr al-Din the life of Islamic philosophy in Persia has been unbelievably rich. 
Only research carried out very recently has begun to make known major works and new names 
which now stand along with those of better known men, such famous figures as ‘Abd al-Razzaq 
Lahiji, Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani, Qadi Said Qumi, Mulla ‘Ali Nuri and Hajji Mulla Hadi 
Sabziwari.17 As more manuscripts are unearthed and studied, it becomes clear that in the words 
of a leading Persian hakīm of the present day, “the past four centuries must be considered as one 

14  This relationship has been examined in the many writings of Corbin including both vols. I and II of En Islam iranien. 
15 See H. Corbin, “Confessions éxtatiques de Mir Damad,” in Melanges Louis Massignon, Damascus, 1956, pp. 331ff; also 
S. H. Nasr, “The School of Ispahan”, in Shariff (ed.), A History of Muslim Philosophy, vol. II, Wiesbaden, 1966, pp. 904-931. 
16 On Sadr al-Din Shirazi known also as Mulla Sadra see S. H. Nasr, Islamic Studies, Beirut, 1967, chapters 10 and 11; also 
introduction of H. Corbin to Sadr al-Din’s, Le livre des pénétrations métaphysiques, Tehran-Paris, 1964. 
17 Most of these figures have been introduced to the West for the first time by H. Corbin. See also S. H. Nasr, “Philosophy 
and Spiritual Movements”, in Cambridge History of Iran, vol. VI, (in press). 
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of the richest periods in the history of Islamic philosophy”.18 And so, down to our own period, 
when masters still exist in Persia who are related through the chain of teacher and disciple to 
the earliest periods of Islamic philosophy and who can still instruct students in the oral tradition 
which accompanies the written text, the life of Islamic philosophy continues to pulsate in Per-
sia, which was destined to become its central abode during the later centuries of Islamic history. 

* * * 

In conclusion it might be asked why the later life of Islamic philosophy is so closely tied to 
Persia. The ethnic continuity of Persia from the pre-Islamic to the Islamic period, added to the 
elements of ancient Persian wisdom which were integrated into Islamic philosophy, is a main 
factor, as already mentioned. But there are some other factors of major importance that must 
be taken into consideration. The first concerns Shi‘ism, which has played an important role in 
the cultivation of the “intellectual sciences” throughout Islamic history.19 Without wanting to 
be in anyway exclusive, we can say that in general during Islamic history whenever the cen-
tral caliphate was powerful the “transmitted sciences” (al-‘ulūm al-naqliyyah), and especially 
Kalām were encouraged while, when the power was transferred to local Shi‘ite rulers, Arab 
and Persian alike, the “intellectual sciences” received greater official support. The history of the 
4th/10th to the 6th/12th centuries from the Buyids to the Seljuqs displays fully this tendency. 
This is to be seen especially in the case of philosophy, which was more easily integrated into 
the structure of Shi‘ite religious sciences than the Sunni thanks mostly to the practice of ta’wil 
or spiritual hermeneutics in Shi‘ism, which enabled Hikmah to become absorbed into the inner 
dimensions of the religion. The position of Hikmah in Shi‘ite madrasahs and its banishment 
from for example the Nizamiyyah madrasah system during the Seljuq period attest to this fact. 

Of course this tendency did not mean a complete support of Hikmah in Shi‘ite circles, as 
is shown by the opposition shown against it by many of the Shi‘ite ‘ulama’ throughout his-
tory. Nor did it mean a complete opposition to Hikmah in Sunni circles, as can be seen in the 
official espousal of its cause by the early Abbasid caliphs and also its flourishing in the Maghrib 
during the 5th/11th and 6th/12th centuries. What marked the opposition to Hikmah in Sunni 
circles was not so much the intrinsic religious structure of Sunnism as the adoption of Ash‘arite 
Kalām, which after the 4th/10th century became the official theology of the Sunni world, 
and the opposition of this particular school of Kalām to Falsafah and Hikmah. But of course 
even within the Sunni world this Kalam itself became more “philosophical” from al-Ghazzali 
onward. Also, later schools of Sufism following Ibn ‘Arabi integrated elements of some of the 
sapiential doctrines of Hikmah such as Hermetic cosmology into their perspective. 

The fact that Shi‘ism provided a more favorable climate for the development of Hikmah is 
connected with a complex set of factors related to the structure of Shi‘ism itself including not 
only ta’wil but also the ever living role of the Imams, the universality of the Shi‘ite notion of 
walāyah, the early encounter between the Shi‘ite Imams and members of other religious com-
munities who were masters of the ancient traditional sciences, etc. Both Hermeticism and later 

18 This is the opinion of Sayyid Jalal al-Din Ashtiyani, who has been preparing a monumental anthology of the writings of 
the Islamic philosophers of Persia since Mir Damad with the collaboration of H. Corbin. This five volume work, of which 
vol. I is already printed, should make known for the first time to the world at large the immense richness of metaphysical and 
cosmological doctrines of this later period of Islamic philosophy. 
19  See S. H. Nasr, An Introduction to Islamic Cosmological Doctrines, prologue. 
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Ishrāqī theosophy readily found a congenial home for themselves within the world of Shi‘ism. 
Moreover, the sayings of the Shi‘ite Imams as contained in the traditional collections such as the 
Usūl al-kāfī of Kulayni became, after the Holy Quran and Hadith, themselves a major source 
for metaphysical and theosophical knowledge and provided the most fecund themes for meta-
physical meditation. The monumental theosophical work of Sadr al-Din Shirazi, Sharh usūl 
al-kāfī, proves the significance of this traditional source for the later development of Islamic 
philosophy. 

The gradual domination of Shi‘ism in Persia may therefore be considered as one of the 
important factors which enabled Islamic philosophy to survive and in fact flourish in Persia 
after the 6th/12th century. But despite its importance this could not have been the only fac-
tor because first of all there were Shi‘ite communities in the Arab lands and elsewhere in the 
Islamic world where there is to be observed nothing resembling the kind of development that 
occurred in Persia in the field of Hikmah. Secondly we do find many Persian philosophers and 
theosophers after the 6th/12th century who were, according to all recorded documents and 
historical indications, Sunnis. The same phenomenon is to be observed also in Muslim India 
where the interest in the doctrines of such men as Suhrawardi and Mulla Sadra was not by any 
means confined to Shi‘ite circles. 

Other factors must therefore have also played a role, of which one seems to us of special 
significance. Islam is a Semitic religion universalized to embrace non-Semitic elements. Within 
the early Islamic community two peoples were instrumental most of all in the creation of clas-
sical Islamic culture, the Arabs and the Persians. Ethnic groups that embraced Islam later, such 
as the Black Africans and the Turks, became integrated culturally mostly into either the Arabic 
or the Persian zones of Islamic culture and only later added their own local color and variation 
to the classical Arabic or Persian forms of Islamic culture that they had inherited. Now, al-
though the religion of the Arabs and the Persians was the same, ethnically one of these peoples 
was Semitic and the other Aryan, each race possessing its own particular genius. The spiritual 
type of the Semites tends to what has been so justly called “Semitic voluntarism” and that 
of the Aryans to “Aryan intellectualism”. The tendency in the one case is toward inspiration 
and the other toward intellection.20 Both seek the Divine and on the highest level reach Him, 
but one, the Aryan, through a “continuity” made possible through intellection, and the other, 
the Semitic, through discontinuous leaps resulting from flashes of inspiration. Of course this 
tendency is not absolute and exclusive and does not eliminate the possibility of exceptions on 
both sides. Islam, being of a Semitic origin, contains something of this “discontinuous “mode of 
expression in its teachings in general as is seen in both Ash‘arite Kalām and the purest esoteri-
cism of an Ibn ‘Arabi, not to speak of certain parts of the Quran which are like so many flashes 
of light cast in the direction of the human world by God. But within the world of Islam, with 
its distinct and yet universal mode of spirituality, the mental and ethnic traits of the Persians 
as well as the Muslims of the sub-continent manifest themselves in comparison with the Arab 
mentality through greater attention to a more systematic metaphysical exposition, somewhat 
more akin to the sapiential and metaphysical doctrines of India although of course possessing 

20 “Il nous semble permis d’affirmer que chez l’Aryen, c’est la tendence à l’intellection qui prédomine—le rationalisme en 
est la caricature—tandis que c’est la tendance a l’inspiration qui caracterérise l’esprit du Sémite: la sagesse hindoue se présente 
avant tout comme une intellection. même—et déjà—dans les Upanishads, qui pourtant relavent incontestablement de l’ins-
piration; la sagesse sémitique, au contraire, prend volontiers l’allur de l’inspiration, et c’est ce dont il faut se souvenir quand 
on se heurte au caractère souvent discontinue et excessif de la dialectique spirituelle des Musulmans.” F. Schuon, Logique et 
transcendance, Paris, 1970, p. 168. 
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an Islamic character. If one were to compare the writings of an ‘Arabi and a Mulla Sadra, who 
was deeply influenced by him, one would discover the same basic truths but expressed in a 
more continuous and systematic fashion by Mulla Sadra and as so many flashes of light breaking 
abruptly upon the horizon of human consciousness by Ibn ‘Arabi. As a result, in reading Mulla 
Sadra one must depend more upon not only intellection but also its mental reflection, which is 
ratiocination, and in Ibn ‘Arabi more upon intuition, which enables one to make the leap from 
one flash of truth to the next.21 Again of course this is only a question of tendency and is not 
meant to be exclusive. 

This particular characteristic and bent of mind must also be considered as one of the most 
important factors that enabled Hikmah to develop in Persia and adjacent lands especially among 
the Muslims of the sub-continent. Hikmah itself came to fill a gap between the official and 
formal religious sciences and Sufism, to provide a continuous and smooth transition from the 
purely exoteric to the purely esoteric sciences. Moreover, within the tradition of Hikmah there 
appeared the most systematic and orderly expositions of metaphysical, cosmological and es-
chatalogical doctrines to be found anywhere in the Islamic world. For men who were Muslims, 
contemplatives and of a logical bent of mind at the same time, Islamic philosophy and theoso-
phy was a way provided providentially to satisfy the deepest needs of their minds and souls and 
to prepare them for that final theosis and spiritual union which lies altogether above the level 
of the mind, beyond all philosophy and all verbal expressions of the truth. 

* * * 

For these and other complex reasons Persia has been and continues to be the main abode of Is-
lamic philosophy during the past eight centuries. Today, as a result of the impact of the modern 
West, Muslims of all lands are in dire need of an Islamic response to all the follies that parade 
in our times as the most current and fashionable form of thought, as the latest “ism”, which 
changes these days with almost the same rapidity as dress fashions. To provide for this need the 
Muslims intelligentsia must seek within its own traditional sources, in the teachings of Sufism, 
theology and the other religious sciences. But because the challenge thrown before it is often 
in the form of a philosophy or ideology, it must also acquaint itself fully with the tradition of 
Islamic philosophy and theosophy, which contains keys to the solution of the so-called prob-
lems of the modern world, problems which are for the most part the result of the forgetting of 
perennial truths. To realize this knowledge, there must be created a profound dialogue between 
the real, and not the so-called, intellectuals, of the different Muslim lands and those of Persia 
where this precious form of wisdom still survives. This dialogue could be of great benefit for all 
Muslim peoples including the Persians themselves. 

As for the Western world, it need hardly be mentioned how crucial and basic the message 
of all traditional wisdom is for a civilization which is suffering acutely most of all because of 
being cut off from its own traditional roots. The tradition of Hikmah is particularly precious for 
those in the West who are genuinely seeking the truth, first of all because this Hikmah belongs 
to a tradition, namely Islam, which is close to Christianity in many ways. Moreover, the school 
of Hikmah is the development and continuation of a tradition which influenced deeply medi-
eval Europe. Finally, it is a tradition in which the most rigorous demands of the mind are satis-

21 Again we do not imply that understanding Ibn ‘Arabi requires no logical thinking or Mulla Sadra no intuition. There is only 
a question of emphasis and pre-dominance of one element over the other. 
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fied along with the deepest yearning of the soul for illumination and grace.22 Because it was the 
destiny of Islamic philosophy to have the final phase of its development in Persia, the schools 
of Hikmah that continue to survive to this day in that land represent a most precious spiritual 
repository for whose preservation the Persians themselves are most responsible but whose mes-
sage is meant to reach beyond the borderlands of Persia to the rest of the Islamic world and even 
beyond dār al-islām to the world at large, to true lovers of wisdom wherever they might be. 

(Original editorial inclusion that followed the essay:) 

“The thing needed,” said Kung-ni, “is abstinence of the heart.” 

“And what is that ?” ask Yen-hui. 

“It is this,” said Kung-ni : to concentrate all one’s intellectual energy as into a mass. 
Not to listen with the ears, or with the heart, but with the spirit alone. To intercept the 
way of the senses, to keep the mirror of the heart pure, to let the spirit occupy itself, 
in the inner void, with abstract objects alone. The vision of principle demands the void. 
To keep oneself void, that is abstinence of the heart . . . One must stay closed, simple, in 
a natural purity without artificial admixture. Thus one can manage to remain without 
emotion, while it is difficult to become calm again after having let oneself be moved, just 
as it is easier not to walk, than to efface one’s tracks after having walked.” 

Chuang-tse 

22  See S. H. Nasr, Islamic Studies, chap. 8; and Nasr, “The Spread of the School of Illumination,” op. cit. 
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“A Figure of Speech, or a Figure of Thought?”1  

(Part 1) 
by  

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy  

Egō de technēn ou kalō, ho an ē alogon pragma. 
Plato, Gorgias 465A2 

WE are peculiar people. I say this with reference to the fact that whereas almost all other 
peoples have called their theory of art or expression a “rhetoric” and have thought of art as a 
kind of knowledge, we have invented an “aesthetic” and think of art as a kind of feeling. 

The Greek original of the word “aesthetic” means perception by the senses, especially by 
feeling. Aesthetic experience is a faculty that we share with animals and vegetables, and is ir-
rational. The “aesthetic soul” is that part of our psychic makeup that “senses” things and reacts 
to them: in other words, the “sentimental” part of us. To identify our approach to art with the 
pursuit of these reactions is not to make art “fine” but to apply it only to the life of pleasure 
and to disconnect it from the active and contemplative lives. 

Our word “aesthetic,” then, takes for granted what is now commonly assumed, viz. that 
art is evoked by, and has for its end to express and again evoke, emotions. In this connection, 
Alfred North Whitehead has remarked that “it was a tremendous discovery, how to excite 
emotions for their own sake.”3 We have gone on to invent a science of our likes and dislikes, 
a “science of the soul,” psychology, and have substituted psychological explanations for the 
traditional conception of art as an intellectual virtue and of beauty as pertaining to knowledge.4 

Our current resentment of meaning in art is as strong as the word “aesthetic” implies. When 
we speak of a work of art as “significant” we try to forget that this word can only be used with 
a following “of,” that expression can be significant only of some thesis that was to be expressed, 
and we overlook that whatever does not mean something is literally in-significant. If, indeed, 
the whole end of art were “to express emotion,” then the degree of our emotional reaction 
would be the measure of beauty and all judgment would be subjective, for there can be no dis-
puting about tastes. It should be remembered that a reaction is an “affection,” and every affec-
tion a passion, that is, something passively suffered or undergone, and not—as in the operation 

1 Editor’s Note: This version of the text has been updated since its initial publication in Studies to include some changes 
indicated by the author, as well as some editorial corrections. Quintilian IX.4.117, “Figura? Quae? cum orationis, tum etiam 
sententiae?” Cf. Plato, Republic 601B. 
2 “I cannot fairly give the name of ‘art’ to anything irrational.” Cf. Laws 890D, “Law and art are children of the intellect 
(Gr. nous).” Sensation (Gr. aisthēsis) and pleasure (Gr. hēdonē) are irrational (Gr. alogos; see Timaeus 28A, 47D, 69D). In the 
Gorgias, the irrational is that which cannot give an account of itself, that which is unreasonable, has no raison d’être. See also 
Philo, Legum Allegoriarum I.48, “For as grass is the food of irrational beings, so has the sensibly-perceptible (Gr. to aisthēton) 
been assigned to the irrational part of the soul.” Aisthēsis is just what the biologist now calls “irritability.” 
3 Quoted with approval by Herbert Read, Art and Society (New York, 1937), p. 84, from Alfred North Whitehead, Religion 
in the Making (New York, 1926). 
4 Sum. Theol. I-II.57.3c (art is an intellectual virtue); I.5.4 ad 1 (beauty pertains to the cognitive, not the appetitive faculty). 
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of judgment—an activity on our part.5 To equate the love of art with a love of fine sensations 
is to make of works of art a kind of aphrodisiac. The words “disinterested aesthetic contempla-
tion” are a contradiction in terms and a pure non-sense. 

“Rhetoric,” of which the Greek original means skill in public speaking, implies, on the 
other hand, a theory of art as the effective expression of theses. There is a very wide difference 
between what is said for effect, and what is said or made to be effective, and must work, or 
would not have been worth saying or making. It is true that there is a so-called rhetoric of the 
production of “effects,” just as there is a so-called poetry that consists only of emotive words, 
and a sort of painting that is merely spectacular; but this kind of eloquence that makes use of 
figures for their own sake, or merely to display the artist, or to betray the truth in courts of 
law, is not properly a rhetoric, but a sophistic, or art of flattery. By “rhetoric” we mean, with 
Plato and Aristotle, “the art of giving effectiveness to truth.”6 My thesis will be, then, that if we 
propose to use or understand any works of art (with the possible exception of contemporary 
works, which may be “unintelligible”7), we ought to abandon the term “aesthetic” in its pres-
ent application and return to “rhetoric,” Quintilian’s “bene dicendi scientia” [“art of speaking 
well” – Ed. trans.] 

It may be objected by those for whom art is not a language but a spectacle that rhetoric 
has primarily to do with verbal eloquence and not with the life of work of art in general. I am 
not sure that even such objectors should really agree to describe their own works as dumb or 
ineloquent. But however this may be, we must affirm that the principles of art are not altered 
by the variety of the material in which the artist works—materials such as vibrant air in the case 
of music or poetry, human flesh on the stage, or stone, metal, clay in architecture, sculpture, 
and pottery. Nor can one material be called more beautiful than another; you cannot make a 
better sword of gold than of steel. Indeed, the material as such, being relatively formless, is 
relatively ugly. Art implies a transformation of the material, the impression of a new form on 
material that had been more or less formless; and it is precisely in this sense that the creation of 
the world from a completely formless matter is called a “work of adornment.” 

There are good reasons for the fact that the theory of art has generally been stated in terms 
of the spoken (or secondarily, written) word. It is, in the first place, “by a word conceived in 
intellect” that the artist, whether human or divine, works.8 Again, those whose own art was, 
like mine, verbal, naturally discussed the art of verbal expression, while those who worked in 

5 “Pathology ... 2. The study of the passions or emotions” (The Oxford English Dictionary, 1933, VII, 554). The “psychology 
of art” is not a science of art but of the way in which we are affected by works of art. An affection (Gr. pathēma) is passive; 
making or doing (Gr. poiēma, ergon) is an activity. 
6 See Charles Sears Baldwin, Medieval Rhetoric and Poetic (New York, 1928), p. 3. “A real art of speaking which does not 
lay hold upon the truth does not exist and never will” (Phaedrus 260E; cf. Gorgias 463-465, 513D, 517A, 527C, Laws 937E). 
7  See E. F. Rothschild, The Meaning of Unintelligibility in Modern Art (Chicago, 1934), p. 98. “The course of artistic achieve-
ment was the change from the visual as a means of comprehending the non-visual to the visual as an end in itself and the 
abstract structure of physical forms as the purely artistic transcendence of the visual ... a transcendence utterly alien and unin-
telligible to the average [sc. normal] man” (F. de W. Bolman, criticizing E. Kahler’s Man the Measure, in Journal of Philosophy, 
XLI, 1944, 134-135; italics mine). 
8 Sum. Theol. 1.45.6c, “Artifex autem per verbum in intellectu conceptum et per amorem suae voluntatis ad aliquid relatum, 
operatur” [the artist works through a word conceived in the intellect and through the love of the will for something relative – 
Ed. trans.]; 1.14.8c, “Artifex operatur per suum intellectum” [The artist works through his intellect – Ed. trans.]; 1.45.7c “Forma 
artifciati est ex conceptione artificis” [The form of a work of art is from the conception of the artist – Ed. trans.]. See also St. 
Bonaventura, Il Sententiarum I-I.I.I ad 3 and 4, “Agens per intellectum producit per formas” [Acting through the intellect (the 
artist) makes through forms – Ed. trans.]. Informality is ugliness. 
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other materials were not also necessarily expert in “logical” formulation. And finally, the art of 
speaking can be better understood by all than could the art of, let us say, the potter, because all 
men make use of speech (whether rhetorically, to communicate a meaning, or sophistically, to 
exhibit themselves), while relatively few are workers in clay. 

All our sources are conscious of the fundamental identity of all the arts. Plato, for example, 
remarks that “the expert, who is intent upon the best when he speaks, will surely not speak 
at random, but with an end in view; he is just like all those other artists, the painters, builders, 
shipwrights, etc.;”9 and again, “the production of all arts are kinds of poetry, and their crafts-
men are all poets,”10 in the broad sense of the word. “Demiurge” (dēmiourgos) and “technician” 
(technitnēs) are the ordinary Greek words for “artist” (artifex) and under these headings Plato 
includes not only poets, painters, and musicians, but also archers, weavers, embroiderers, pot-
ters, carpenters, sculptors, farmers, doctors, hunters, and above all those whose art is govern-
ment, only making a distinction between creation (dēmiourgia) and mere labor (cheirourgia), 
art (technē) and artless industry (atechnos tribē).11 All these artists, insofar as they are really 
makers and not merely industrious, insofar as they are musical and therefore wise and good, and 
insofar as they are in possession of their art (evtechnos, cf. entheos) and governed by it, are infal-
lible.12 The primary meaning of the word sophia “wisdom,” is that of “skill,” just as Sanskrit 
kauśalam is “skill” of any kind, whether in making, doing, or knowing. 

Now what are all these arts for? Always and only to supply a real or an imagined need or 
deficiency on the part of the human patron, for whom as the collective consumer the artist 
works.13 When he is working for himself, the artist as a human being is also a consumer. The 
necessities to be served by art may appear to be material or spiritual, but as Plato insists, it is one 
and the same art—or a combination of both arts, practical and philosophical—that must serve 
both body and soul if it is to be admitted in the ideal City.14 We shall see presently that to pro-
pose to serve the two ends separately is the peculiar symptom of our modern “heartlessness.” 
Our distinction of “fine” from “applied” art (ridiculous, because the fine art itself is applied to 
giving pleasure) is as though “not by bread alone”15 had meant “by cake” for the elite that go to 
exhibitions and “bread alone” for the majority and usually for all. Plato’s music and gymnastics, 
which correspond to what we seem to intend by “fine” and “applied” art (since one is for the 

9 Gorgias 503E. 
10 Symposium 205C. 
11 See, for example, Statesman 259E, Phaedrus 260E, Laws 938A. The word tribē literally means “a rubbing,” and is an exact 
equivalent of our modern expression “a grind.” (Cf. Hippocrates, Fractures 772, “shameful and artless,” and Ruskin’s “industry 
without art is brutality.”) “For all well-governed peoples there is a work enjoined upon each man which he must perform” 
(Republic 405C). “Leisure” is the opportunity to do this work without interference (Republic 370C). A “work for leisure” is 
one requiring undivided attention (Euripides, Andromache 552). Plato’s view of work in no way differs from that of Hesiod, 
who says that work is no reproach but the best gift of the gods to men (Works and Days 295-296). Whenever Plato disparages 
the mechanical arts, it is with reference to the kinds of work that provide for the well-being of the body only, and do not at 
the same time provide spiritual food; he does not connect culture with idleness. 
12 Republic 342BC. What is made by art is correctly made (Alcibiades I.108B). It will follow that those who are in possession 
of and governed by their art and not by their own irrational impulses, which yearn for innovations, will operate in the same 
way (Republic 349-350, Laws 660B). “Art has fixed ends and ascertained means of operation” (Sum. Theol. II-II.47.4 ad 2, 49.5 
ad 2). It is in the same way that an oracle, speaking ex cathedra, is infallible, but not so the man when speaking for himself. 
This is similarly true in the case of a guru. 
13 Republic 369BC, Statesman 279CD, Epinomis 975c. 
14 Republic 398A, 401B, 605-607; Laws 656C. 
15  Deut. 8:3, Luke 4:4 
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soul and the other for the body), are never divorced in his theory of education; to follow one 
alone leads to effeminacy, to follow only the other, to brutality; the tender artist is no more a 
man than the tough athlete; music must be realized in bodily graces, and physical power should 
be exercised only in measured, not in violent motions.16 

It would be superfluous to explain what are the material necessities to be served by art: 
we need only remember that a censorship of what ought or ought not to be made at all should 
correspond to our knowledge of what is good or bad for us. It is clear that a wise government, 
even a government of the free by the free, cannot permit the manufacture and sale of products 
that are necessarily injurious, however profitable such manufacture may be to those whose in-
terest it is to sell, but must insist upon those standards of living to secure which was once the 
function of the guilds and of the individual artist “inclined by justice, which rectifies the will, 
to do his work faithfully.”17 

As for the spiritual ends of the arts, what Plato says is that we are endowed by the gods with 
vision and hearing, and harmony “was given by the Muses to him that can use them intellectu-
ally (meta noū), not as an aid to irrational pleasure (hēdonē alogos), as is nowadays supposed, but 
to assist the soul’s interior revolution, to restore it to order and concord with itself. And because 
of the want of measure and lack of graces in most of us, rhythm was given us by the same gods 
for the same ends”;18 and that while the passion (pathē) evoked by a composition of sounds 
“furnishes a pleasure-of-the-senses (hēdonē) to the unintelligent, it (the composition) bestows 
on the intelligent that heartsease that is induced by the imitation of the divine harmony pro-
duced in mortal motions.”19 This last delight or gladness that is experienced when we partake 
of the feast of reason, which is also a communion, is not a passion but an ecstasy, a going out of 
ourselves and being in the spirit: a condition insusceptible of analysis in terms of the pleasure or 
pain that can be felt by sensitive bodies or souls. 

The soulful or sentimental self enjoys itself in the aesthetic surfaces of natural or artificial 
things, to which it is akin; the intellectual or spiritual self enjoys their order and is nourished by 
what in them is akin to it. The spirit is much rather a fastidious than a sensitive entity; it is not 
the physical qualities of things, but what is called their scent or flavor, for example “the picture 
not in the colors,” or “the unheard music,” not a sensible shape but an intelligible form, that 
it tastes. Plato’s “heartsease” is the same as that “intellectual beatitude” which Indian rhetoric 
sees in the “tasting of the flavor” of a work of art, an immediate experience, and congeneric 
with the tasting of God.20 

This is, then, by no means an aesthetic or psychological experience but implies what Plato 
and Aristotle call a katharsis, and a “defeat of the sensations of pleasure” or pain.21 Katharsis 

16 Republic 376E, 410A-412A, 521E-522A, Laws 673A. Plato always has in view an attainment of the “best” for both the 
body and the soul, “since for any single kind to be left by itself pure and isolated is not good, nor altogether possible” (Philebus 
63B; cf. Republic 409-410). “The one means of salvation from these evils is neither to exercise the soul without the body nor 
the body without the soul” (Timaeus 88B). 
17 Sum. Theol. I-II.57.3 ad 2 (based on Plato’s view of justice, which assigns to every man the work for which he is naturally 
fitted). None of the arts pursues its own good, but only the patron’s (Republic 342B, 347A), which lies in the excellence of 
the product. 
18 Timaeus 47DE; cf. Laws 659E, on the chant. 
19 Timaeus 80B, echoed in Quintilian IX.117, “docti rationem componendi intelligunt, etiam indocti voluptatem” [the  
learned, employing reason, understand while the unlearned seek pleasure – Ed. trans.]. Cf. Timaeus 47, 9OD.  
20 Sāhitya Darpaṇa III.2–3; cf. Coomaraswamy, The Transformation of Nature in Art, 1934, 48–51.  
21 Laws 840C. On katharsis, see Plato, Sophist 226-227, Phaedrus 243AB, Phaedus 66–67, 82B, Republic 399E; Aristotle, 
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is a sacrificial purgation and purification “consisting in a separation, as far as that is possible, of 
the soul from the body”; it is, in other words, a kind of dying, that kind of dying to which the 
philosopher’s life is dedicated.22 The Platonic katharsis implies an ecstasy, or “standing aside” 
of the energetic, spiritual, and imperturbable self from the passive, aesthetic, and natural self, a 
“being out of oneself” that is a being “in one’s right mind” and real Self, that “in-sistence” that 
Plato has in mind when he “would be born again in beauty inwardly,” and calls this a sufficient 
prayer.23 

Plato rebukes his much-beloved Homer for attributing to the gods and heroes all-too-hu-
man passions, and for the skillful imitations of these passions that are so well calculated to 
arouse our own “sym-pathies.”24 The katharsis of Plato’s City is to be effected not by such 
exhibitions as this, but by the banishment of artists who allow themselves to imitate all sorts 
of things, however shameful. Our own novelists and biographers would have been the first to 
go, while among modern poets it is not easy to think of any but William Morris of whom Plato 
could have heartily approved. 

The katharsis of the City parallels that of the individual; the emotions are traditionally con-
nected with the organs of evacuation, precisely because the emotions are waste products. It is 
difficult to be sure of the exact meaning of Aristotle’s better-known definition, in which trag-
edy “by its imitation of pity and fear effects a katharsis from these and like passions,”25 though 
it is clear that for him too the purification is from the passions (pathēmata); we must bear in 
mind that, for Aristotle, tragedy is still essentially a representation of actions, and not of char-
acter. It is certainly not a periodical “outlet” of —that is to say, indulgence in—our “pent-up” 
emotions that can bring about an emancipation from them; such an outlet, like a drunkard’s 
bout, can be only a temporary satiation.26 In what Plato calls with approval the “more austere” 
kind of poetry, we are presumed to be enjoying a feast of reason rather than a “break-fast” of 
sensations. His katharsis is an ecstasy or liberation of the “immortal soul” from the affections 
of the “mortal,” a conception of emancipation that is closely paralleled in the Indian texts in 
which liberation is realized by a process of “shaking off one’s bodies.”27 The reader or spectator 
of the imitation of a “myth” is to be rapt away from his habitual and passible personality and, 
just as in all other sacrificial rituals, becomes a god for the duration of the rite and only returns 

Poetics VI.2.1.1449b. 
22 Phaedo 67DE. 
23 Phaedrus 279BC; so also Hermes, Lib. XIII.3, 4, “I have passed forth out of myself,” and Chuang-tzu, ch. 2, “Today I buried 
myself.” Cf. Coomaraswamy, “On Being in One’s Right Mind,” 1942. 
24 Republic 389–398. 
25 Aristotle, Poetics VI.2.I449b. 
26 The aesthetic man is “one who is too weak to stand up against pleasure and pain’ (Republic 556C). If we think of impas-
sibility (Gr. apatheia, not what we mean by “apathy” but a being superior to the pulls of pleasure and pain; cf. BG II.56) with 
horror, it is because we should be “unwilling to live without hunger and thirst and the like, if we could not also suffer (Gr. 
paschō, Skr. bādh) the natural consequences of these passions,” the pleasures of eating and drinking and enjoying fine colors and 
sounds (Philebus 54E, 55B.) Our attitude to pleasures and pains is always passive, if not, indeed, masochistic. Cf. Coomaras-
wamy, Time and Eternity, 1947, p. 73 and notes. 

It is very clear from Republic 606 that the enjoyment of an emotional storm is just what Plato does not mean by a katharsis; 
such an indulgence merely fosters the very feelings that we are trying to suppress. A perfect parallel is found in the Milinda 
Pañho (Mil, p. 76); it is asked, of tears shed for the death of a mother or shed for love of the Truth, which can be called a 
“cure” (bhesajjam)—i.e. for man’s mortality—and it is pointed out that the former are fevered, the latter cool, and that it is 
what cools that cures. 
27  JUB III.30.2 and 39.2; BU III.7.3-4; CU VIII.13; Śvet. Up. V.14. Cf. Phaedo 65-69. 
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to himself when the rite is relinquished, when the epiphany is at an end and the curtain falls. 
We must remember that all artistic operations were originally rites, and that the purpose of the 
rite (as the word teletē implies) is to sacrifice the old and to bring into being a new and more 
perfect man. 

We can well imagine, then, what Plato, stating a philosophy of art that is not “his own” but 
intrinsic to the Philosophia Perennis, would have thought of our aesthetic interpretations and of 
our contention that the last end of art is simply to please. For, as he says, “ornament, painting, 
and music made only to give pleasure” are just “toys.”28 The “lover of art,” in other words, is 
a “playboy.” It is admitted that a majority of men judge works of art by the pleasure they af-
ford; but rather than sink to such a level, Socrates says no, “not even if all the oxen and horses 
and animals in the world, by their pursuit of pleasure, proclaim that such is the criterion.”29 

The kind of music of which he approves is not a multifarious and changeable but a canonical 
music;30 not the sound of “poly-harmonic” instruments, but the simple music (haplotēs) of the 
lyre accompanied by chanting “deliberately designed to produce in the soul that symphony of 
which we have been speaking”;31 not the music of Marsyas the Satyr, but that of Apollo.32 

All the arts, without exception, are imitative. The work of art can only be judged as such 
(and independently of its “value”) by the degree to which the model has been correctly rep-
resented. The beauty of the work is proportionate to its accuracy (Gr. orthotēs = integritas sive 
perfectio [integrity or perfection – Ed. trans.]), or truth (Gr. alētheia = veritas). In other words, 
the artist’s judgment of his own work by the criterion of art is a criticism based upon the 
proportion of essential to actual form, paradigm to image. “Imitation” (Gr. mimēsis), a word 
that can be as easily misunderstood as St. Thomas Aquinas’s “Art is the imitation of Nature in 
her manner of operation,”33 can be mistaken to mean that that is the best art that is “truest to 
nature,” as we now use the word in its most limited sense, with reference not to “Mother Na-
ture,” Natura naturans, Creatrix Universalis, Deus [creative Nature, Creatress of All, God – Ed. 
trans.] but to whatever is presented by our own immediate and natural environment whether 
visually or otherwise accessible to observation (Gr. aisthēsis). In this connection it is important 
not to overlook that the delineation of character (Gr. ēthos) in literature and painting is, just as 
much as the representation of the looking-glass image of a physiognomy, an empirical and re-
alistic procedure, dependent on observation. St. Thomas’s “Nature,” on the other hand, is that 
Nature “to find which,” as Meister Eckhart says, “all her forms must be shattered.” 

The imitation or “re-presentation” of a model (even a “presented” model) involves, indeed, 
a likeness (Gr. homoia, Latin similitudo, Skr. sādṛśya), but hardly what we usually mean by 
“verisimilitude” (Gr. homoiotēs). What is traditionally meant by “likeness” is not a copy but 
an image akin (Gr. sungenēs) and “equal” (Gr. isos) to its model; in other words, a natural and 
“adequate” symbol of its referent. The representation of a man, for example, must really corre-
spond to the idea of the man, but must not look so like him as to deceive the eye; for the work 
of art, as regards its form, is a mind-made thing and aims at the mind, but an illusion is no more 

28 Statesman 288C. 
29 Philebus 67B. 
30 Republic 399-404; cf. Laws 656E, 660, 797–799. 
31 Laws 659E; see also note 86, below. 
32 Republic 399E; cf. Dante, Paradiso 1.13–21. 
33 Aristotle, Physics II.2.I94a 20, hē technē mimeitai tēn physin [art imitates nature –Ed. trans.]—both employing suitable 
means toward a known end. 
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intelligible than the natural object it mimics. The plaster cast of a man will not be a work of 
art, but the representation of a man on wheels where verisimilitude would have required feet 
may be an entirely adequate “imitation” well and truly made.34 

It is with perfect right that the mathematician speaks of a “beautiful equation” and feels for 
it what we feel about “art.”35 The beauty of the admirable equation is the attractive aspect of its 
simplicity. It is a single form that is the form of many different things. In the same way Beauty 
absolutely is the equation that is the single form of all things, which are themselves beautiful 
to the extent that they participate in the simplicity of their source. “The beauty of the straight 
line and the circle, and the plane and solid figures formed from these ... is not, like that of other 
things, relative, but always absolutely beautiful.”36 Now we know that Plato, who says this, is 
always praising what is ancient and deprecating innovations (of which the causes are, in the 
strictest and worst sense of the word, aesthetic), and that he ranks the formal and canonical 
arts of Egypt far above the humanistic Greek art that he saw coming into fashion.37 The kind 
of art that Plato endorsed was, then, precisely what we know as Greek Geometric art. We 
must not think that it would have been primarily for its decorative values that Plato must have 
admired this kind of “primitive” art, but for its truth or accuracy, because of which it has the 
kind of beauty that is universal and invariable, its equations being “akin” to the First Principles 
of which the myths and mysteries, related or enacted, are imitations in other kinds of material. 
The forms of the simplest and severest kinds of art, the synoptic kind of art that we call “primi-
tive,” are the natural language of all traditional philosophy; and it is for this very reason that 
Plato’s dialectic makes continual use of figures of speech, which are really figures of thought. 

Plato knew as well as the Scholastic philosophers that the artist as such has no moral re-
sponsibilities, and can sin as an artist only if he fails to consider the sole good of the work to be 
done, whatever it may be.38 But, like Cicero, Plato also knows that “though he is an artist, he is 
nevertheless a man”39 and, if a free man, responsible as such for whatever it may be that he un-
dertakes to make; a man who, if he represents what ought not to be represented and brings into 
being things unworthy of free men, should be punished, or at the least restrained or exiled like 

34 Art is iconography, the making of images or copies of some model (Gr. paradeigma), whether visible (presented) or invis-
ible (contemplated); see Plato, Republic 373B, 377E, 392–397, 402, Laws 667–669, Statesman 306D, Cratylus 439A, Timaeus 
28AB, 52BC, Sophist 234C, 236C; Aristotle, Poetics I.1–2. In the same way, Indian works of art are called counterfeits or 
commensurations (anukṛti, tadākāratā, pratikṛti, pratibimba, pratimāna), and likeness (sārūpya, sādṛśya) is demanded. This 
does not mean that it is a likeness in all respects that is needed to evoke the original, but an equality as to the whichness (Gr. 
tosouton, hoson ) and whatness (Gr. toiouton, hoion) -- or form (Gr. idea) and force (Gr. dynamis) -- of the archetype. It is this 
“real equality” or “adequacy” (Gr. auto to ison) that is the truth and the beauty of the work (Laws 667-664, Timaeus 28AB, 
Phaedo 74-75). We have shown elsewhere that the Indian sādṛśya does not imply an illusion but only a real equivalence. It is 
clear from Timaeus 28-29 that by “equality” and “likeness” Plato also means a real kinship (Gr. sungeneia) and analogy (Gr. 
analogia) and that it is these qualities that make it possible for an image to “interpret” or “deduce” (Gr. exēgeomai, cf. Skr. ānī) 
its archetype. For example, words are eidola [images] of things (Sophist 234C), “true names” are not correct by accident (Cra-
tylus 387D, 439A), the body is an eidolon [image] of the soul (Laws 959B), and these images are at the same time like and yet 
unlike their referents. In other words, what Plato means by “imitation” and by “art” is an “adequate symbolism” (cf. distinction 
of image from duplicate, Cratylus 432). 
35 “The mathematician’s patterns, like the painter’s or the poet’s, must be beautiful” (G. H. Hardy, A Mathematician’s Apol-
ogy, Cambridge, 1940, p. 85); cf. Coomarawsamy, Why Exhibit Works of Art?, 1943, ch. 9. 
36 Philebus 51C. For beauty by participation, see Phaedo 100D; cf. Republic 476; St. Augustine, Confessions X.34; Dionysius, 
De divinis nominibus IV.5. 
37 Laws 657AB, 665C, 700C. 
38 Laws 670E; Sum. Theol. I.9I.3, I-II-57.3 ad 2. 
39  Cicero, Pro quinctio xxv.78. 
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any other criminal or madman. It is precisely those poets or other artists who imitate anything 
and everything, and are not ashamed to represent or even “idealize” things essentially base, 
that Plato, without respect for their abilities, however great, would banish from the society of 
rational men, “lest from the imitation of shameful things men should imbibe their actuality,”40 

that is to say, for the same reasons that we in moments of sanity (Gr. sōphrosynē) see fit to con-
demn the exhibition of gangster films in which the villain is made a hero, or agree to forbid the 
manufacture of even the most skillfully adulterated foods. 

If we dare not ask with Plato “imitations of what sort of life?” and “whether of the appear-
ance or the reality, the phantasm or the truth?”41 it is because we are no longer sure what kind 
of life it is that we ought for our own good and happiness to imitate, and are for the most part 
convinced that no one knows or can know the final truth about anything: we only know what 
we “approve” of, i.e., what we like to do or think, and we desire a freedom to do and think 
what we like more than we desire a freedom from error. Our educational systems are chaotic 
because we are not agreed for what to educate, if not for self-expression. But all tradition is 
agreed as to what kind of models are to be imitated: “The city can never otherwise be happy 
unless it is designed by those painters who follow a divine original”;42 “The crafts such as build-
ing and carpentry ... take their principles from that realm and from the thinking there”;43 “Lo, 
make all things in accordance with the pattern that was shown thee upon the mount”;44 “It is in 
imitation (anukṛti) of the divine forms that any human form (śilpa) is invented here”;45 “There 
is this divine harp, to be sure; this human harp comes into being in its likeness” (tad anukṛti);46 

“We must do what the Gods did first.”47 This is the “imitation of Nature in her manner of 
operation,” and, like the first creation, the imitation of an intelligible, not a perceptible model. 

But such in imitation of the divine principles is only possible if we have known them “as 
they are,” for if we have not ourselves seen them, our mimetic iconography, based upon opin-
ion, will be at fault; we cannot know the reflection of anything unless we know itself.48 It is the 
basis of Plato’s criticism of naturalistic poets and painters that they know nothing of the reality 
but only the appearances of things, for which their vision is overkeen; their imitations are not 
of the divine originals, but are only copies of copies.49 And seeing that God alone is truly beau-

40 Republic 395C; cf. 395—401, esp. 401BC, 605—607, and Laws 656C.
41 Republic 400A, 598B; cf. Timaeus 29C.  
42 Republic 500E.  
43  Plotinus, Enneads V.9.II, like Plato, Timaeus 29AB. 
44  Exod. 25:40. 
45 AB VI.27. 
46  ŚA VIII.9. 
47 ŚB VII.2.1.4; cf. III.3.3.16, XIV.I.2.26, and TS V.5.4.4. Whenever the Sacrificers are at a loss, they are required to contem-
plate (cetayadhvam) and the required form thus seen becomes their model. Cf. Philo, Moses 11.74-76. 
48 Republic 377, 402, Laws 667-668, Timaeus 28AB, Phaedrus 243AB (on hamartia peri mythologlan [error concerning my-
thology –Ed. trans.]), Republic 382BC (misuse of words is a symptom of sickness in the soul). 
49 See Republic 601, for example. Porphyry tells us that Plotinus refused to have his portrait painted, objecting, “Must I con-
sent to leave, as a desirable spectacle for posterity, an image of an image?” Cf. Asterius, bishop of Amasea, ca. A.D. 340: “Paint 
not Christ: for the one humility of his incarnation suffices him” (Migne, Patrologia graeca XI.167). The real basis of the Semitic 
objection to graven images, and of all other iconoclasm, is not an objection to art (adequate symbolism), but an objection to 
a realism that implies an essentially idolatrous worship of nature. The figuration of the Ark according to the pattern that was 
seen upon the mount (Exod. 25:40) is not “that kind of imagery with reference to which the prohibition was given” (Tertul-
lien, Contra Marcionem II.22). 
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tiful, and all other beauty is by participation, it is only a work of art that has been wrought, in 
its kind (Gr. idea) and its significance (Gr. dynamis), after an eternal model, that can be called 
beautiful.50 And since the eternal and intelligible models are supersensual and invisible, it is evi-
dently “not by observation” but in contemplation that they must be known.51 Two acts, then, 
one of contemplation and one of operation, are necessary to the production of any work of art.52 

And now as to the judgment of the work of art, first by the criterion of art, and second with 
respect to its human value. As we have already seen, it is not by our reactions, pleasurable or 
otherwise, but by its perfect accuracy, beauty, or perfection, or truth—in other words, by the 
equality or proportion of the image to its model—that a work of art can be judged as such. That 
is to consider only the good of the work to be done, the business of the artist. But we have also 
to consider the good of the man for whom the work is done, whether this “consumer” (Gr. 
chrōmenos) be the artist himself or some other patron.53 This man judges in another way, not, 
or not only, by this truth or accuracy, but by the artifact’s utility or aptitude (Gr. ōpheleia) to 
serve the purpose of its original intention (Gr. boulēsis), viz. the need (endeia) that was the first 
and is also the last cause of the work. Accuracy and aptitude together make the “wholesome-
ness” (Gr. hygienon) of the work that is its ultimate-rightness (Gr. orthotēs). 54 The distinction of 

50 Timaeus 28AB; cf. note 34, above. The symbols that are rightly sanctioned by a hieratic art are not conventionally but 
naturally correct (orthotēta physei parechomena, Laws 657A). One distinguishes, accordingly, between le symbolisme qui sait 
and le symbolisme qui cherche [the symbolism which knows and the symbolism which searches – Ed. trans.]. It is the former 
that the iconographer can and must understand, but he will hardly be able to do so unless he is himself accustomed to thinking 
in these precise terms. 
51 The realities are seen “by the eye of the soul” (Republic 533D) “the soul alone and by itself” (Theatetus 186A, 187A), 
“gazing ever on what is authentic” (pros to kata tauta echon blepōn aei 

, 

, Timaeus 28A; cf. pros ton theon blepein [looking towards 
God – Ed. trans.], Phaedrus 253A), and thus “by inwit (intuition) of what really is” (peri to on ontōs ennoiuis, Philebus 59D). 
Just so in India, it is only when the senses have been withdrawn from their objects, only when the eye has been turned round 
(āvṛtta cakṣus), and with the eye of Gnosis (jñāna cakṣus), that the reality can be apprehended. 
52 The contemplative actus primus (Gr. theōria, Skr. dhī, dhyāna)and operative actus secundus (Gr. apergasia, Skr. karma) of 
the Scholastic philosophers. 
53 “One man is able to beget the productions of art, but the ability to judge of their utility (Gr. ōphelia) or harmfulness to 
their users belongs to another” (Phaedrus 274E). The two men are united in the whole man and complete connoisseur, as they 
are in the Divine Architect whose “judgments” are recorded in Gen. I:25 and 31. 
54 Laws 667; for a need as first and last cause, see Republic 369BC. As to “wholesomeness,” cf. Richard Bernheimer, in Art: A 
Bryn Mawr Symposium (Bryn Mawr, 1940), pp. 28-29: “There should be a deep ethical purpose in all of art, of which the clas-
sical aesthetic was fully aware…To have forgotten this purpose before the mirage of absolute patterns and designs is perhaps 
the fundamental fallacy of the abstract movement in art.” The modern abstractionist forgets that the Neolithic formalist was 
not an interior decorator but a metaphysical man who had to live by his wits. 

The indivisibility of beauty and use is affirmed in Xenophon, Memorabilia III.8.8, “that the same house is both beautiful and 
useful was a lesson in the art of building houses as they ought to be” (cf. IV.6.9). “Omnis enim artifex intendit producere opus 
pulcrum et utile et stabile.... Scientia reddit opus pulcrum, voluntas reddit utile, perseverantia reddit stabile” (St. Bonaventura, 
De reductione artium ad theologian 13; tr. by J. de Vinck: “Every maker intends to produce a beautiful, useful, and enduring 
object.... Knowledge makes a work beautiful, the will makes it useful, and perseverance makes it enduring.”). So for St. Augus-
tine, the stylus is “et in suo genere pulcher, et ad usum nostrum accommodatus” (De vera religione 39) [both beautiful in its 
kind and suited to our use – Ed. trans.]. Philo defines art as “a system of concepts coordinated towards some useful end” (Congr. 
141). Only those whose notion of utility is solely with reference to bodily needs, or on the other hand, the pseudomystics who 
despise the body rather than use it, vaunt the “uselessness” of art: so Gautier, “Il n’y a de vraiment beau que ce qui ne peut 
servir à rien; tout ce qui est utile est laid” (quoted by Dorothy Richardson, “Saintsbury and Art for Art’s Sake in England,” 
PMLA, XLIX, 1944, p. 245), and Paul Valéry (see Coomaraswamy, Why Exhibit Works of Art?, 1943, p. 95). Gautier’s cyni-
cal “tout ce qui est utile est laid” [everything useful is ugly –Ed. trans.] adequately illustrates Ruskin’s “industry without art is 
brutality”; a more scathing judgment of the modern world in which utilities are really ugly could hardly be imagined. As H. T. 
Massingham said, “The combination of use and beauty is part of what used to be called ‘the natural law’ and is indispensable 
for self-preservation,” and it is because of the neglect of this principle that civilization “is perishing” (This Plot of Earth, London, 
1944, p. 176). The modern world is dying of its own squalor just because its concept of practical utility is limited to that which 
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beauty from utility is logical, not real (in re). 
So when taste has been rejected as a criterion in art, Plato’s Stranger sums up thus, “The 

judge of anything that has been made (Gr. poiēma) must know its essence—what its intention 
(Gr. boulēsis) is and what the real thing of which it is an image—or else will hardly be able to 
diagnose whether it hits or misses the mark of its intention.” And again, “The expert critic of 
any image, whether in painting, music, or any other art, must know three things, what was the 
archetype, and in each case whether it was correctly and whether well made ... whether the 
representation was good (Gr. kalon) or not.”55 The complete judgment, made by the whole 
man, is as to whether the thing under consideration has been both truly and well made. It is 
only “by the mob that the beautiful and the just are rent apart,”56 by the mob, shall we say, of 
“aesthetes,” the men who “know what they like”? 

Of the two judgments, respectively by art and by value, the first only establishes the exis-
tence of the object as a true work of art and not a falsification (Gr. pseudos) of its archetype: it 
is a judgment normally made by the artist before he can allow the work to leave his shop, and 
so a judgment that is really presupposed when we as patrons or consumers propose to evaluate 
the work. It is only under certain conditions, and typically those of modern manufacture and 
salesmanship, that it becomes necessary for the patron or consumer to ask whether the object 
he has commissioned or proposes to buy is really a true work of art. Under normal conditions, 
where making is a vocation and the artist is disposed and free to consider nothing but the good 
of the work to be done, it is superfluous to ask, Is this a “true” work of art? When, however, 
the question must be asked, or if we wish to ask it in order to understand completely the 
genesis of the work, then the grounds of our judgment in this respect will be the same as for 
the original artist; we must know of what the work is intended to remind us, and whether it 
is equal to (is an “adequate symbol” of ) this content, or by want of truth betrays its paradigm. 
In any case, when this judgment has been made, or is taken for granted, we can proceed to ask 
whether or not the work has a value for us, to ask whether it will serve our needs. If we are 
whole men, not such as live by bread alone, the question will be asked with respect to spiritual 
and physical needs to be satisfied together; we shall ask whether the model has been well cho-
sen, and whether it has been applied to the material in such a way as to serve our immediate 
need; in other words, What does it say? and Will it work? If we have asked for a bread that will 
support the whole man and receive however fine a stone, we are not morally, though we may 
be legally, bound to “pay the piper.” All our efforts to obey the Devil and “command this stone 
that it be made bread” are doomed to failure. 

It is one of Plato’s virtues, and that of all traditional doctrine about art, that “value” is never 
taken to mean an exclusively spiritual or exclusively physical value. It is neither advantageous, 
nor altogether possible, to separate these values, making some things sacred and other profane: 
the highest wisdom must be “mixed”57 with practical knowledge, the contemplative life com-
bined with the active. The pleasures that pertain to these lives are altogether legitimate, and it 
is only those pleasures that are irrational, bestial, and in the worst sense of the word seductive 

“can be used directly for the destruction of human life or for accentuating the present inequalities in the distribution of wealth” 
(Hardy, A Mathematician’s Apology, p. 120, note), and it is only under these unprecedented conditions that it could have been 
propounded by the escapists that the useful and the beautiful are opposites. 
55 Laws 668C, 669AB, 670E. 
56 Laws 860C. 
57 Philebus 61B-D. 
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and distracting that are to be excluded. Plato’s music and gymnastics, which correspond to our 
culture and physical training, are not alternative curricula, but essential parts of one and the 
same education.58 Philosophy is the highest form of music (culture), but the philosopher who 
has escaped from the cave must return to it to participate in the everyday life of the world and, 
quite literally, play the game.59 Plato’s criterion of “wholesomeness” implies that nothing ought 
to be made, nothing can be really worth having, that is not at the same time correct or true or 
formal or beautiful (whichever word you prefer) and adapted to good use. 

For, to state the Platonic doctrine in more familiar words, “It is written that man shall not 
live by bread alone, but by every word of God,…that bread which came down from heaven,”60 

that is, not by mere utilities but also by those “divine realities” and “causal beauty” with which 
the wholesome works of art are informed, so that they also live and speak. It is just to the 
extent that we try to live by bread alone and by all the other insignificant utilities that “bread 
alone” includes—good as utilities, but bad as mere utilities—that our contemporary civiliza-
tion can be rightly called inhuman and must be unfavorably compared with the “primitive” 
cultures in which, as the anthropologists assure us, “the needs of the body and soul are satisfied 
together.”61 Manufacture for the needs of the body alone is the curse of modern civilization. 

Should we propose to raise our standard of living to the savage level, on which there is no 
distinction of fine from applied or sacred from profane art, it need not imply the sacrifice of 
any of the necessities or even conveniences of life, but only of luxuries, only of such utilities as 
are not at the same time useful and significant. If such a proposal to return to primitive levels 
of culture should seem to be utopian and impracticable, it is only because a manufacture of 
significant utilities would have to be a manufacture for use, the use of the whole man, and not 
for the salesman’s profit. The price to be paid for putting back into the market place, where 
they belong, such things as are now to be seen only in museums would be that of economic 
revolution. It may be doubted whether our boasted love of art extends so far. 

It has sometimes been asked whether the “artist” can survive under modern conditions. In 
the sense in which the word is used by those who ask the question, one does not see how he 
can or why he should survive. For, just as the modern artist is neither a useful or significant, 
but only an ornamental member of society, so the modern workman is nothing but a useful 
member and is neither significant nor ornamental. It is certain we shall have to go on working, 
but not so certain that we could not live, and handsomely, without the exhibitionists of our 
studios, galleries, and playing fields. We cannot do without art, because art is the knowledge of 
how things ought to be made, art is the principle of manufacture (recta ratio factibilium), and 
while an artless play may be innocent, an artless manufacture is merely brutish labor and a sin 
against the wholesomeness of human nature; we can do without “fine” artists, whose art does 
not “apply” to anything, and whose organized manufacture of art in studios is the inverse of the 
laborer’s artless manufacture in factories; and we ought to be able to do without the base me-
chanics “whose souls are bowed and mutilated by their vulgar occupations even as their bodies 
are marred by their mechanical arts.”62 

58 Republic 376E, 410-412, 521E-522A. 
59 Republic 519-520, 539E, Laws 644, and 803 in conjunction with 807. Cf. BG III.I-25; also Coomaraswamy, “Līlā,” 1941, 
and “Play and Seriousness,” 1942. 
60  Deut. 8:3, Luke 4:4, John 6:58. 
61  R. R. Schmidt, Dawn of the Human Mind (Der Geist der Vorzeit), tr. by R.A.S. Macalister (London, 1936), p. 167. 
62 Republic 495E; cf. 522B, 611D, Theaetetus 173AB. That “industry without art is brutality” is hardly flattering to those 
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Plato himself discusses, in connection with all the arts, whether of potter, painter, poet, 
or “craftsman of civic liberty,” the relation between the practice of an art and the earning of 
a livelihood.63 He points out that the practice of an art and the wage-earning capacity are two 
different things; that the artist (in Plato’s sense and that of the Christian and Oriental social phi-
losophies) does not earn wages by his art. He works by his art, and is only accidentally a trader 
if he sells what he makes. Being a vocation, his art is most intimately his own and pertains to 
his own nature, and the pleasure that he takes in it perfects the operation. There is nothing he 
would rather work (or “play”) at than his making; to him the leisure state would be an abomi-
nation of boredom. This situation, in which each man does what is naturally (Gr. kata physin 
= Skr. svabhāvatas) his to do (Gr. to heautou prattein = Skr. svadharma, svakarma), not only 
is the type of Justice,64 but furthermore, under these conditions (i.e., when the maker loves to 
work), “more is done, and better done, and with more ease, than in any other way.”65 Artists 
are not tradesmen. “They know how to make, but not how to hoard.”66 Under these conditions 
the worker and maker is not a hireling, but one whose salary enables him to go on doing and 
making. He is just like any other member of a feudal society, in which none are “hired” men, 
but all enfeoffed and all possessed of a hereditary standing, that of a professional whose reward 
is by gift or endowment and not “at so much an hour.” 

The separation of the creative from the profit motive not only leaves the artist free to put 
the good of the work above his own good, but at the same time abstracts from manufacture 
the stain of simony, or “traffic in things sacred”; and this conclusion, which rings strangely in 
our ears, for whom work and play are alike secular activities, is actually in complete agreement 
with the traditional order, in which the artist’s operation is not a meaningless labor, but quite 
literally a significant and sacred rite, and quite as much as the product itself an adequate symbol 
of a spiritual reality. It is therefore a way, or rather the way, by which the artist, whether pot-
ter or painter, poet or king, can best erect or edify (Gr. eksorthoō) himself at the same time that 
he “trues” or cor-rects (Gr. orthoō) his work.67 It is, indeed, only by the “true” workman that 
“true” work can be done; like engenders like. 

When Plato lays it down that the arts shall “care for the bodies and souls of your citizens,” 

whose admiration of the industrial system is equal to their interest in it. Aristotle defines as “slaves” those who have nothing 
but their bodies to offer (Politics I.5.1254b 18). It is on the work of such “slaves,” or literally “prostitutes,” that the industrial 
system of production for profit ultimately rests. Their political freedom does not make of assembly-line workers and other 
“base mechanics” what Plato means by “free men.” 
63 Republic 395B, 500D. Cf. Philo, De opificio mundi 78. 
64 Republic 433B, 443C. 
65 Republic 370C; cf. 347E, 374BC 406C. Paul Shorey had the naïveté to see in Plato’s conception of a vocational society an 
anticipation of Adam Smith’s division of labor; see The Republic, tr. and ed. P. Shorey (LCL, 1935), I, 150-151, note b. Actually, 
no two conceptions could be more contrary. In Plato’s division of labor it is taken for granted not that the artist is a special kind 
of man but that every man is a special kind of artist; his specialization is for the good of all concerned, producer and consumer 
alike. Adam Smith’s division benefits no one but the manufacturer and salesman. Plato, who detested any “fractioning of human 
faculty” (Republic 395B), could hardly have seen in our division of labor a type of justice. Modern research has rediscovered 
that “workers are not governed primarily by economic motives” (see Stuart Chase, “What Makes the Worker Like to Work?” 
Reader’s Digest, February 1941, p. 19). 
66 Chuang-tzu, as quoted by Arthur Waley, Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China (London, 1939), p. 62. It is not true to 
say that “the artist is a mercenary living by the sale of his own works” (F. J. Mather, Concerning Beauty, Princeton, 1935, p. 
240). He is not working in order to make money but accepts money (or its equivalent) in order to be able to go on working at 
his living—and I say “working at his living” because the man is what he does. 
67 “A man attains perfection by devotion to his own work ... by his own work praising Him who wove this all.... Whoever 
does the work appointed by his own nature incurs no sin” (BG XVIII.45-46). 
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and that only things that are sane and free and not any shameful things unbecoming free men 
(Gr. aneleuthera)68 are to be represented, it is as much as to say that the true artist in whatever 
material must be a free man, meaning by this not an “emancipated artist” in the vulgar sense 
of one having no obligation or commitment of any kind, but a man emancipated from the 
despotism of the salesman. Whoever is to “imitate the actions of gods and heroes, the intellec-
tions and revolutions of the All,” the very selves and divine paradigms or ideas of our useful 
inventions, must have known these realities “themselves (Gr. auta) and as they really are (Gr. 
hoia estin)”: for “what we have not and know not we can neither give to another nor teach our 
neighbor.”69 

In other words, an act of “imagination,” in which the idea to be represented is first clothed 
in the imitable form or image of the thing to be made, must precede the operation in which 
this form is impressed upon the actual material. The first of these acts, in the terms of Scholastic 
philosophy, is free, the second servile. It is only if the first be omitted that the word “servile” 
acquires a dishonorable connotation; then we can speak only of labor, and not of art. It need 
hardly be argued that our methods of manufacture are, in this shameful sense, servile, nor be 
denied that the industrial system, for which these methods are needed is an abomination “unfit 
for free men.” A system of manufacture governed by money values presupposes that there shall 
be two different kinds of makers, privileged artists who may be “inspired,” and underprivileged 
laborers, unimaginative by hypothesis, since they are required only to make what other men 
have imagined, or more often only to copy what other men have already made. It has often 
been claimed that the productions of “fine” art are useless; it would seem to be a mockery to 
speak of a society as “free” where it is only the makers of useless things who are supposedly 
free. 

Inspiration is defined in Webster as “a supernatural influence which qualifies men to receive 
and communicate divine truth.” This is stated in the word itself, which implies the presence 
of a guiding “spirit” distinguished from but nevertheless “within” the agent who is in-spired, 
but is certainly not inspired if “expressing himself.” Before continuing we must clear the air 
by showing how the word “inspire” has been scabrously abused by modern authors. We have 
found it said that “a poet or other artist may let the rain inspire him.”70 Such misuse of words 
debar the student from ever learning what the ancient writers may have really meant. We say 
“misuse” because neither is the rain, or anything perceptible to sense, in us; nor is the rain a 
kind of spirit. The rationalist has a right to disbelieve in inspiration and to leave it out of his ac-
count, as he very easily can if he is considering art only from the aesthetic (sensational) point of 
view, but he has no right to pretend that one can be “inspired” by a sense perception, by which, 
in fact, one can only be “affected,” and to which one can only “react.” On the other hand, Meis-
ter Eckhart’s phrase “inspired by his art” is quite correct, since art is a kind of knowledge, not 
anything that can be seen, but akin to the soul and prior to the body and the world.71 We can 
properly say that not only “Love” but “Art” and “Law” are names of the Spirit. 

68 Republic 395C. See Aristotle on “leisure,” Nicomachean Ethics X.7.5-7.1177b. 
69 Republic 377E, Symposium 196E. 
70 H. J. Rose, A Handbook of Greek Mythology (2d ed., London, 1933), p. 11. Clement Greenberg (in The Nation, April 19, 
1941, p. 481) tells us that the “modern painter derives his inspiration from the very physical materials he works with.” Both 
critics forget the customary distinction of spirit from matter. What their statements actually mean is that the modern artist 
may be excited, but is not inspired. 
71  Eckhart, Evans ed., II, 211; cf. Laws 892BC. 
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Here we are concerned not with the rationalist’s point of view, but only with the sources 
from which we can learn how the artist’s operation is explained in a tradition that we must 
understand if we are to understand its products. Here it is always by the Spirit that a man is 
thought of as inspired (Gr. entheos, sc. hypo tou erōtos [under love’s power – Ed. trans.]). “The 
Genius breathed into my heart (Gr. enepneuse phresi daimōn)to weave,” Penelope says.72 Hesiod 
tells us that the Muses “breathed into me a divine voice (Gr. enepneusan de moi audēn thes-
pin)... and bade me sing the race of the blessed Gods.”73 Christ, “through whom all things were 
made,” does not bear witness of (express) himself, but says “I do nothing of myself, but as my 
Father taught me, I speak.”74 Dante writes, I am “one who when Love (Amor, Eros) inspires me 
(mi spira), attend, and go setting it forth in such wise as He dictates within me.”75 For “there 
is no real speaking that does not lay hold upon the Truth.”76 And who is it (“What self?”) that 
speaks the “Truth that cannot be refuted”? Not this man, So-and-so, Dante, or Socrates, or “I,” 
but the Synteresis, the Immanent Spirit, Socrates’ and Plato’s Daimon, he “who lives in every 
one of us”77 and “cares for nothing, but the Truth.”78 It is the “God himself that speaks” when 
we are not thinking our own thoughts but are His exponents, or priests. 

And so as Plato, the father of European wisdom, asks, “Do we not know that as regards the 
practice of the arts (Gr. tēn tōn technōn dēmiourgian) the man who has this God for his teacher 
will be renowned and as it were a beacon light, but one whom Love has not possessed will be 
obscure?”79 This is with particular reference to the divine originator of archery, medicine, and 
oracles, music, metalwork, weaving, and piloting, each of whom was “Love’s disciple.” He 
means, of course, the “cosmic Love” that harmonizes opposite forces, the Love that acts for the 
sake of what it has and to beget itself, not the profane love that lacks and desires. So the maker 
of anything, if he is to be called a creator, is at his best the servant of an immanent Genius; he 
must not be called “a genius,” but “ingenious”; he is not working of or for himself, but by and 
for another energy, that of the Immanent Eros, Sanctus Spiritus, the source of all “gifts.” “All 
that is true, by whomsoever it has been said, has its origin in the Spirit.”80 

(To be continued) 

72  Homer, Odyssey XIX.138.  
73 Theogony 31-32.  
74 John 8:28; cf. 5:19 and 30, 7:16 and 18 (“He that speaketh from himself seeketh his own glory”). A column in Parnassus,  
XIII (May 1941), p. 189, comments on the female nude as Maillol’s “exclusive inspiration.” That is mere hot air; Renoir was 
not afraid to call a spade a spade when he said with what brush he painted.  
75 Purgatorio XXIV.52–54. 
76 Phaedrus 260E; Symposium 201C (on the irrefutable truth). 
77 Timaeus 69C, 90A. 
78 Hippias Major 288D. 
79 Symposium 197A. 
80 Ambrose on I Cor. 12:3, cited in Sum. Theol. I-II.109.1. Note that “a quocum-que dicatur” [by whomever it is said –Ed. 
trans.] contradicts the claim that it is only Christian truth that is “revealed.” 
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Book Reviews  
A TREASURY OF TRADITIONAL WISDOM.  

Presented by Whitall N. Perry.  
(Allen and Unwin. £7.50.)  

Review by Peter Moore.  

THIS work is an anthology of several thousands of quotations gathered from a wide range of 
spiritual authorities and arranged under various headings to form a sequence of interrelated 
sections, each dealing with a different stage or aspect of the self’s journey towards the recovery 
of the Primordial Self. As the author states in his Introduction: “The reader is invited to enter 
upon a spiritual journey. In this book he will encounter the heritage he shares in common with 
all humanity, in what is essentially timeless and enduring and pertinent to his final ends. Out of 
this myriad mosaic of material emerges a pattern of the human personality in the cosmos that is 
unerringly consistent, clear, and struck through with a resonance infallible in its ever renewed 
reverberations of the one same Reality”. 

The anthology is divided into three Books, each of which falls into two Parts; these are then 
divided into a number of Chapters, which in turn are divided into varying numbers of sections. 
The three Books, entitled Justice-Fear-Action, Mercy-Love-Contemplation, and Truth-Knowledge-
Union, will be seen to correspond to the three main stages into which the path of spiritual at-
tainment is traditionally divided. The first Book is preceded by a Chapter headed Prelude: Cre-
ation and the third Book followed by a chapter entitled Colophon: Invocation. An example of 
the way in which these Books are divided will give an initial idea of the scope and value of this 
anthology. The two Parts of Book Two, for instance, are entitled Life-Love and Beauty-Peace; the 
first of these is divided into seven chapters, entitled Faith, Prayer-Meditation-Contemplation, 
Grace, The Primordial State, Charity, Love, and Ecstasy; and the chapter on Love, for example, 
falls into three sections headed Our Love for God, God’s Love for Us and Via Amoris. The hierar-
chy of divisions and sub-divisions built up according to this pattern constitutes the framework 
into which the numerous quotations are fitted—like jewels one is tempted to say—to form a 
concordant whole giving as much an idea of concentricity as of sequence. Each chapter opens 
with a substantial introductory passage, and these passages themselves contain numerous ex-
tracts from the writings of authorities on traditional wisdom—notably Frithjof Schuon, René 
Guénon and Ananda Coomaraswamy. 

The quotations themselves, all of which are in English, are taken from sacred scriptures, 
the writings of known individuals, and anonymous works, and represent the complete range of 
spiritual traditions. Thus we find quotations from the Buddhist, Christian, Hindu, Islamic, Jew-
ish and Taoist traditions; from the Alchemical, Hermetic, Platonic and Neo-Platonic traditions; 
and from such diverse figures as Confucius, Robert Herrick and the much revered Black Elk of 
the Oglala Sioux. But readers must not expect to find in this anthology a wealth of details relat-
ing specifically to the doctrines and practices of the various traditions represented. The quota-
tions have clearly been chosen for their metaphysical rather than their theological content; for 
theological statements are of necessity limited by the character of the particular Revelation 
whose message they convey, their validity being ultimately dependent upon the validity of 
metaphysical principles which both underlie and transcend the limitations of particular ortho-
doxies; so that an anthology of theological statements would tend to obscure what the present 
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anthology is designed to reveal, namely, the transcendent unity of all spiritual traditions. 
The danger to which most anthologies are subject is that of presenting an in-digestible string 

of short quotations which have little or no meaning when thus isolated from their original con-
text; that the present anthology completely avoids this danger is due not only to the nature of 
the quotations themselves but also to the skill with which they are presented. The quotations 
vary considerably in length, but although there is a considerable number of passages longer— 
sometimes much longer—than 200 words, the vast majority of the quotations are rather shorter 
than this, the most frequent being no more than a line or two in length. Now this, far from 
being a weakness of the work, is in fact one of its main strengths; for, while acknowledging the 
importance and indeed the necessity of the longer quotations, it is worth remembering that a 
spiritual truth can often be stated in a few words or not at all, and that if the truth of a spiritual 
aphorism lies in its content then its impact, as well as its usefulness as a support for meditation, 
lies in the conciseness with which it is formulated. Again, had more of the quotations in this an-
thology been longer, its mosaic-like appearance would have been largely lost, and with this one 
of the work‘s principal purposes. As it is, not only does each quotation shine with its own light, 
but also the multifarious quotations are so arranged as to be mutually illuminating, often in 
striking and unexpected ways. Marco Pallis in his Foreword to this work describes the author‘s 
skill in this respect as “the art of spiritual juxtaposition” ; indeed it is precisely on account of 
this skill that we are justified in calling Whitall Perry an author rather than a mere anthologist. 

The “spiritual juxtaposition” works in two ways. As an example of the first we may com-
pare three quotations appearing within a short space of one another in the section headed Noth-
ing Real is Lost in the Chapter entitled Renunciation-Detachment: “Allah asketh naught of any 
soul save that which He hath given it”; “Renunciation is non-identification of the Self with the 
not-self”; and “Wherefore forsake all things for God, and then God will be truly given unto 
you in all things”. These three quotations from the Quran, Sri Ramana Maharshi and Johannes 
Tauler respectively, so obviously point to a single truth that they might almost have come from 
the same text. But the “spiritual juxtaposition” is given another dimension through the copi-
ous use of cross-references. For example, in the section headed The Excellence of Wisdom in 
the Chapter on Knowledge we find at the foot of page 766 the following saying of Muhammad: 
“The learned ones are the heirs of the prophets—they leave knowledge as their inheritance; he 
who inherits it inherits a great fortune.” This gives a reference to page 275 in the Chapter on 
Orthodoxy, which turns out to be the first page of the section headed The Chain of Transmission; 
scanning this page one’s eye is caught by the following quotation from the Li Chi, Chi Yi: “The 
man of refinement turns his thoughts back to the past, goes back to his origin, and does not 
forget those through whom life has come to him”. This quotation also gives a cross-reference to 
page 42 in the Chapter on Creation, where we find, in the section headed The World Begins in 
Perfection, the following quotation from the Qur’an: “Have they not travelled in the land and 
seen the nature of the consequences for those who were before them? They were stronger than 
these in power, and they dug the earth and built upon it more than these have built”. 

The only other work resembling the present anthology, alike in aim, method and authori-
ties quoted, is Aldous Huxley’s The Perennial Philosophy (1946). From a comparison between 
the two, however, Huxley’s anthology clearly emerges as the inferior work, and what is particu-
larly instructive about the comparison is that it shows us how no combination of sincerity, in-
telligence and learning, all of which Huxley possessed in full measure, can ever suffice to qualify 
one as an interpreter of the philosophia perennis unless one also possess the necessary degree of 
wisdom. That Huxley lacked this was due principally to the moralism and scientific humanism 
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to which he was disposed both by temperament and by his background; his unsuitability for 
the task he set himself is in evidence throughout his anthology. In his Chapter entitled Ritual, 
Symbol and Sacrament, for example, he remarks that “for those . . . who are really concerned to 
achieve man’s final end, the fewer distracting symbols the better”. For an antidote to this sort 
of nonsense one has only to turn up Whitall Perry’s Chapter on Symbolism, which opens with 
the well-known statement from the Emerald Tablet of Hermes Trismegistus: “That which is 
below is as that which is above, and that which is above is as that which is below”. Among the 
quotations given in this chapter is the following from the modern Hindu mystic Ananda Moyi: 
“You cannot omit the outward if you wish to know the inward. The inward is reflected in the 
outward world”. Elsewhere in the chapter referred to Huxley states that both the Buddha and 
the Christ disapproved of “ceremonies, vain repetitions and sacramental rites”, but that this did 
not prevent either Buddhism or Christianity “from going its own, all too human, way”. Now 
this sort of claim, quite apart from the simple factual errors it involves, betrays a serious igno-
rance of the way in which a Revelation can only be preserved if embodied in a Tradition which 
of necessity involves rituals, symbols and sacraments as the means whereby individuals bind 
themselves to the saving truths of that Revelation. It is with relief, therefore, that one turns to 
Whitall Perry’s chapter entitled Orthodoxy-Ritual-Method, and to such statements as the fol-
lowing from a quotation from William Law: “He that thinks or holds that outward exercises 
of religion hurt or are too low for his degree of spirituality, shows plainly that his spirituality is 
only in idea; that it is something that is in him only as a speculation, or as something that is in 
his head and not in his heart . . . to think that the spirituality of religion is hurt by the observance 
of outward institutions of religion is as absurd as to think that the inward spirit of charity is hurt 
by the observance of outward acts of charity”. One could scarcely find a more concise critique 
of Huxley’s attitude towards ritual, symbol and sacrament. Thus a comparison between the 
two anthologies in question leads one to concur with Gai Eaton’s conclusion regarding Huxley’s 
anthology as stated in his The Richest Vein: that, despite the wealth of valuable quotations it 
contains and much that is good in Huxley’s commentary, the final impression “is that Huxley 
has filched from various doctrines, without any regard for their context, those elements which 
seem to support his own attitude to life”. How refreshing, then, to turn to the present anthol-
ogy, in reading which one virtually forgets that it has an author at all! 

If the case of Huxley’s anthology raises the doubt whether it is possible for anyone, even a 
wise man, to produce a completely unbiased anthology of spiritual quotations, however much 
material he assemble, few who examine the present work will disagree with this reviewer that 
Whitall Perry has gone just about as far in the direction of complete objectivity as is humanly 
possible. This is not to say, however, that no criticisms could possibly be made of this work; 
the present reviewer has a few minor criticisms, of which two in particular are worth noting 
here. There are two themes or perspectives which, although certainly implicit in the author’s 
framework of headings and by no means absent from the quotations themselves, might with 
profit have been covered more fully or explicitly in separate sections of their own—something 
that would not have disturbed in any way the overall scheme of the work as it actually stands. 
The first of these concerns the relationship between Man and Nature, a theme which Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr, for one, has considered important enough to make the subject of an entire work, 
The Encounter of Man and Nature. At a time when man is engaged in the systematic exploita-
tion and destruction of life in all its forms for his own greedy and spiritually harmful ends, and 
when his only concern is how to do the job more efficiently and on an ever larger scale, the 
ideal of ahimsa, or “non-violence”, and the ideas relating to the hierophanic unity and harmony 
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of all living beings, can hardly be in more urgent need of emphasis. Another theme that seems 
to receive less attention than its importance warrants is that of the ‘descent’ or incarnation in 
human form of God, or the Word, or the Dharma, with all that this implies both for soteriol-
ogy in general and for the theory of sacred art and the veneration of sacred scriptures, saints and 
relics in particular. This idea is important in a number of traditions, particularly in the Christian 
tradition, where the profane over-emphasis on the humanity of the Christ by many of the Prot-
estant sects has often driven other Christians into an assertion of the opposite error, namely that 
of regarding the historical content of Christianity as ‘purely symbolic’. It is only fair to add that 
the author has to some extent anticipated these criticisms when he says of the anthology in his 
Introduction that “the point of departure is ‘subjective’ or micro-cosmic, taking man in relation 
to spiritual verities, rather than ‘objective’ or macro-cosmic with the universe as the starting 
point, so that cosmological doctrine will only enter in occasionally, where relevant to the con-
text”. To sustain the criticisms made above, therefore, it would have to be shown that the two 
themes in question had as much relevance to the ‘subjective’ as to the ‘objective’ point of view. 

Marco Pallis distinguishes three classes of reader to whom this book is likely to be of service: 
those who are already “spiritually committed”; those who are still seeking to become such ; and 
“those who, from any motive or angle, concern themselves with ‘Comparative Religion’.” In 
any case it is to be hoped that the presence of this work on the shelves of many a private, pub-
lic and university library not only will illumine and enliven the study of religion on the more 
academic levels, acting as a leaven among those all too numerous works in which the spiritual 
purpose of religion has almost been lost sight of, but also will lead many individuals to a truer 
and more fruitful personal response to religion and spirituality, to whose claims no one can be 
entirely immune. Indeed, for whatever purpose this anthology is consulted, few individuals will 
be able even to skim through its pages without being drawn somewhat into its depths. 
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Man and Certainty  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

HUMAN intelligence is distinguished above all by its centrality and totality—that is, its capac-
ity to conceive of the Absolute—and from this arises a further capacity, that of objectification, 
which coincides with a sense of the relative. Without the contemplation of the Absolute on the 
one hand and an intellective penetration of contingencies in reference to this Absolute on the 
other, man ends up living beneath the level of his intelligence and therefore beneath his human-
ity. To say man is to say intelligence capable of the Absolute and of objectification or relativiza-
tion; an animal has neither the sense of the Absolute nor therefore a sense of contingency. 

An intelligence capable of the Absolute necessarily implies free will; the will is free insofar 
as the intelligence is total, and the intelligence is total in man as such, independently of its acci-
dental obscurations; in other words every man of sound mind possesses a sense of the Absolute 
to the degree necessary for using his will for the sake of the “one thing needful”. If the normal 
and ultimate object of the intelligence is the Principle, the Absolute, the Infinite, then the 
normal object of the will must be what conforms to this supreme Reality, which means that 
the fundamental or quintessential function of the spirit is discernment between the Real and 
the illusory and contemplative concentration upon the Real—in other words, truth and union. 

Like container, like content, and conversely: in nature a container is made for a correspond-
ing content, and it proves the reality of this content, which in turn serves to show that such 
proof, though not necessary for every understanding, has a secondary and provisional useful-
ness. A human womb proves the existence of human seed just as a feline womb proves the 
existence of feline seed; similarly, the human Intellect proves its essential and total content, 
namely, absolute and therefore transcendent Reality and—together with it—the reverberations 
of the Absolute in the contingent. The nature of our total or integral intelligence proves the 
existence of everything intelligible. 

Whatever knows matter, and knowing it defines it as such, cannot itself be matter, nor can 
it be subject to the laws of matter; our immortality is therefore evident to “those who have 
ears to hear”. The conscious subject is too vast and profound, or too real, to be at the mercy of 
a fact as contingent and accidental as death. 

Man, we have said, is able to conceive of the Absolute and to will freely; in the same way— 
and as a result—he is capable of a love that surpasses phenomena and opens onto the Infinite 
and of an activity whose motive or object is beyond earthly interests. The specifically human 
abilities—or those that are noblest and most completely human—prove in their own way what 
their objective is, just as the wings of a bird prove the possibility of flight and thus the existence 
of a space in which the bird can fly. 

Free will entails the possibility of a mistaken choice and therefore of a passional obscura-
tion of the intelligence, for whoever chooses illusion has an interest in finding his happiness 
there, and man becomes what he chooses. To say total intelligence is to say freedom, and to say 
freedom is to say possibility of error, whence the fall and the necessity of Revelation, which 
restores the “lost Word”. And Revelation, which amounts to a “reminder” for humanity—or a 
given humanity—proves in its particular way the innateness of total Truth and therefore of all 
decisive truths. 
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* * *  

We could also express ourselves in the following manner: an animal gives proof of intelligence 
by the complexity of its adaptation to its environment and, in a higher sense, by its own type 
of contemplativity, which is passive of course but nonetheless connected to the universal In-
tellect; man, however, proves his intelligence—or the total character of human intelligence— 
by his consciousness of total Reality and of his situation within that Reality as well as by his 
contemplativity, that is, by his being fixed in “being” and not in “doing”, whatever the nature 
of his outward activity. There are four different aspects here: comprehension, concentration, 
discernment, and contemplation; in the last of these, “knowing” becomes “being”. Conceptual 
understanding is the doorway to discernment, and concentration, united with discernment, is 
the doorway to contemplation. 

Man is surrounded by a bewildering multitude of phenomena; perfect intelligence consists 
in perceiving their homogeneity and outwardness in reference to a transcendent unity and uni-
fied inwardness: the world then appears not as an incoherent mass of quasi-absolute phenomena 
but as a single veil into which the phenomena are woven; in this veil they are joined but not 
confused, distinct but not separated. In the center resides the discerning and unifying intelli-
gence—an intelligence that is conscious of the Principle; it is thanks to this consciousness alone 
that the phenomenal world can appear both in its substantial homogeneity and in its contin-
gency, outwardness, nothingness. 

From a somewhat different point of view, which is connected with the experience of 
time—hence with the perspective of our life—the phenomenal world seems like a stream, in 
the midst of which intelligence abides as a motionless center: intelligence then becomes identi-
cal with the permanent present, with the sacred moment that belongs to God: it is conscious-
ness of eternity. 

These two spiritual dimensions also have a purely inward application insofar as the soul 
itself is the world and life, the “veil of Māyā” and the “stream of phenomena”; it expands and 
at the same time unfolds itself before the impersonal and inviolable gaze of the Intellect, which 
itself resides at the center and in the present and which becomes actual with the “remembrance 
of God” and on the basis of a metaphysical discernment between total Reality and its contin-
gent reverberations, illusory as these are in the sight of the Absolute. For the Intellect or for the 
spiritual act conforming to it, there is no difference between the outward and the inward: the 
outward is also within since the soul is everywhere the soul, on the macrocosmic scale as well 
as within the microcosm, and the inward in turn has an aspect of outwardness since phenomena 
are everywhere phenomena, whether within or around us. Practically—and “alchemically”—it 
is therefore impossible to speak of the world and life without considering the soul and the flux 
of thought; the world is the soul, and the soul is the world. From this it follows—and here is 
the whole point of a distinction that may seem tautological—that in acting upon the inward we 
act upon the outward: we hold both the world and our life within our own soul. Nevertheless, 
when we speak about the “world”, the question of knowing whether we are thinking of the 
outward or inward does not arise, for outward things come before inward things; our earthly 
environment existed before we were born, and a tree exists prior to our looking at it. The world 
is always a priori the realm of existence surrounding us; unless expressly specified, it is never 
our inward cosmos alone. The argument that the objective world is virtually identical to the 
sensations of the subject is invalid here, for these sensations—and the intelligence governing 
them—convey to us precisely the phenomenon of objectivity, in keeping with the real relation-
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ship; to deny this is to call into question the whole possibility of knowledge. 

* * * 

Human life is studded with uncertainties; man loses himself in what is uncertain instead of 
holding onto what is absolutely certain in his destiny: death, Judgment, Eternity. But besides 
these there is a fourth certainty, which is immediately accessible to human experience, and this 
is the present moment, in which a man is free to choose either the Real or the illusory and thus 
to ascertain for himself the value of the three great eschatological certainties. The consciousness 
of a sage is founded upon these three points of reference, whether directly or indirectly and 
implicitly, through the “remembrance of God”. 

Besides the dimension of sequence, however, one must also consider the dimension of 
simultaneity, which is based on spatial symbolism: the world around us is full of possibilities 
presented to our choice, whether we wish it or not; it is thus full of uncertainties, not successive 
as in the flux of life but simultaneous like the things offered to us by space. Whoever wishes 
to resolve these uncertainties must once again lay hold of what is absolutely certain, and this is 
what stands above us: God and our immortality in God. But even when we are confronted with 
the multitudinous and bewildering possibilities of the world here below, there is something 
absolutely certain—something of which sacred forms represent so many exteriorizations—and 
this is metaphysical truth and the “remembrance of God”: the center that is within us and that 
places us, insofar as we participate in it, beneath the “vertical” axis of Heaven, of God, of the 
Self. 

Man finds himself in space and in time, in the world and in life, and these two situations 
contain two eschatological and spiritual axes, one static and “vertical” and the other dynamic 
and “horizontal”—or more or less temporal; this is how a contemplative man conceives of 
contingency in its relation to the Absolute, in its attachment to it, and insofar as it leads back 
to it. But these various points of reference are considered only insofar as a sage is necessarily 
conscious of contingent situations; they characterize his manner of taking account of his own 
relativity. Within this whole context—though entirely independent of it and not in any “local-
ized” sense—resides the mystery in which knowing is being and being is knowing; what we 
mean is that these certainties of “succession” and “simultaneity”, of “life” and “world”, form 
the necessary framework of contemplation; they are like points of reference that serve to free 
us from the world and life or that facilitate this liberation. In the final analysis exoterism, which 
is the necessary basis of esoterism, is centered precisely on the elements that concern our final 
ends, namely, Heaven and God, or death, Judgment, and Eternity, as well as on our own earthly 
attitudes insofar as they bear upon these realities. 

The important thing to grasp here is that the actualization of consciousness of the Abso-
lute—“remembrance of God” or “prayer” insofar as it brings about a fundamental confron-
tation of creature and Creator—anticipates every station along the two axes: it is already a 
death and a meeting with God, and it places us already in Eternity; it is something of Paradise 
and even—in its mysterious and “uncreated” quintessence—something of God. Quintessential 
prayer brings about an escape from the world and life, and in this way it bestows a new and 
divine life upon the veil of appearances and the current of forms and a fresh meaning to our 
presence amid the play of phenomena. 

Whatever is not here is nowhere, and whatever is not now will never be. What this mo-
ment is in which I am free to choose God, so will be death, Judgment, Eternity. And in this 

57 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #2 (Spring 1972)  

center, this divine point that I am free to choose when confronted by an immeasurable and 
multiple world, I am already in invisible Reality. 

* * * 

We have seen that the world, life, and human existence show themselves in practice to be a 
complex hierarchy of certainties and uncertainties. If someone asks us what are the most im-
portant things a man should do, placed as he is in this world of enigmas and fluctuations, we 
would reply that there are four things to be done or four jewels that should never be lost from 
sight: first, to accept the Truth; second, to keep it in mind continually; third, to avoid what-
ever is contrary to Truth and the permanent consciousness of Truth; and fourth, to accomplish 
whatever is in conformity with Truth. All religion and all wisdom is reducible—extrinsically 
and humanly—to these four laws: in every tradition we see indeed an immutable truth; then a 
law of “attachment to the Real”, of “remembrance” or “love” of God; and finally prohibitions 
and injunctions. Here we have a fabric of elementary certainties that encompasses and resolves 
every human uncertainty and in this way reduces the whole problem of earthly existence to a 
geometry at once simple and primordial. 
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The Necessity for the Rise of the Term Sūfī  
by  

Victor Danner  

WITHIN the Sūfic tradition, the term Sūfī is applied only to the initiate who has reached the 
end of the Path. Thus, for example, ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jilānī (d. 561/1166), the celebrated Sūfī 
of Baghdad, defines the word as meaning al-muntahī, “the one reaching the end.”1 It is true, 
nevertheless, that the origins of the word have always been the subject of much discussion, 
and the masters themselves are of diverse opinions. But it is not so much the actual origin of 
the word that interests us herein (and it is only fitting, be it added in passing, that the origin 
be enshrouded in mystery, given the nature of Sūfism) as it is the necessity for a specific term 
defining Sūfism as distinct from something else in Islam. The term itself very likely derives from 
wool (sūf), which was worn by the early ascetics in imitation of the Prophet Muhammad and his 
Companions. The word tasawwuf (“Islamic esoterism”) means literally “putting on a woollen 
garment,” and this suggests the ultimate derivation of Sūfī from sūf, for tasawwuf figuratively 
means “adhering to Sūfism.” The word Sūfī, therefore, is clearly related to wool. Why it should 
be wool, and not something else, like a diamond or a horse, is where the mysterious nature of 
the word comes in. 

Anyone in the Path who is not a Sūfī in the sublime sense of the word, is called by a 
host of other names. In general, the beginner is called a mustaswif, the one making progress 
a mutasawwif, and the one who has reached the end a Sūfī. A term that is applicable to all of 
these categories, but without distinction of rank, is fuqarā’ (pl. of faqīr) which means “poor 
men” but technically “initiates”; and this is precisely the word that has gained ground over the 
centuries to cover all the adherents to Sūfism. In the West, the indiscriminate use of the word 
Sūfī to depict anyone having to do with Sūfism is a most unfortunate development, for it means 
that the tens of thousands of fuqarā’ in the Muslim world of the present day have reached 
the end of the Path, an assertion that any serious faqīr would reject out of hand. Westernized 
Muslim scholars make the same mistake, but at least they have an excuse; in the traditional 
Muslim world, those doctors of the Law (the fuqahā’) who have been hostile to Sūfism for 
some reason or other have not hesitated to call Sūfīs, not only the saints of Islam, but also the 
charlatans and the sinners, thus relegating all of them to the nether world in one fell swoop. 

Sūfism has had a long and distinguished career in the history of Islam. As a matter of fact, 
for the Sūfīs, that career not only spans the long centuries since the inception of the word, sūfī 
and its cognates but begins with the origin of Islam in the Revelation. The very Message of 
Islam, that of the Divine Unity (at-tawhīd), is the foundation of their whole perspective. It is 
the Quran and the Sunna of the Prophet, and especially the grace (baraka) of the Prophet, that 
constitute the basic structures and life of the Path. 

The Sūfīs are well aware that nothing called Sūfī existed in the time of the Prophet. But 
that is not the point, so far as they are concerned. What they have in mind is not the “name” 
but the spiritual “reality” to which the name refers, and that is something else altogether. 
In their judgement, that reality is the inner dimension of Islam, its spiritual Path (tarīqa). 
Complementary to it is the external facet of the religion, its Law (sharī‘a). Thus, both the Path 

In al-Ghunya li-tālibi tariq al-Haqq (Cairo, 1375/1956), p. 160. 
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and the Law are of revealed origins. If all Muslims do not agree with the Sūfīs on this or that, 
they do agree that Islam is of otherworldly origin and that the religion has a spiritual source. It 
is on that source that Sūfism rests its case. 

The division of Islam into an esoteric Path and an exoteric Law was not as clear-cut a 
phenomenon in its early history as it was to be later on, especially when Sūfism developed 
its own institutionalized framework. If a well-defined separation of the two levels of Islam is 
not discernible in the first century or so of its existence, one is compelled to wonder why that 
should not be the case. There is, of course, a germinal period at the beginning of every new 
religion when things seem in flux and the general outlines of an emerging tradition are not yet 
distinctive. This already explains a great deal in the subsequent bipolarization of Islam into an 
eso-exoteric tradition. Historically speaking, the bifurcation of the over-all Islamic tradition 
becomes quite evident only after the 2nd/8th century, when the substance of the religion 
suddenly begins to crystallize. It is at this moment that we begin to hear of the word Sūfī more 
and more.2 But what was the necessity for the term to arise, to begin with? 

If we look at the second/eighth century and a bit later, we see that most of the schools 
of Islamic exoterism begin to surface at that epoch, each bearing a “name.” The four major 
schools of Sunnite jurisprudence (the Mālikite, the Shāfi‘ite, the Hanbalite, and the Hanafite) 
all go back to their founders who lived in the second/eighth and third/ ninth centuries. They 
represent the Law of Islam, and their more or less simultaneous appearance, with distinctive 
names attached to each school, is a matter of great importance, for they fixed the outlines of 
the Law for the great masses of Muslims. 

At the same time, there came into being another series of fixations: the grammar of 
Classical Arabic was given its definitive form by the schools of Basra and Kūfa; the hadiths of 
Muhammad were collected in authoritative compilations which became second only to the 
Quran in importance since they are the bases for determining the Sunna of the Prophet; and 
Arabic lexicography, poetry, the oral heritage of pre-Islamic and early Islamic days, the laws of 
chanting the Quran, and a mass of other disciplines and sciences, were all reduced to writing. A 
sort of collective instinct of self-preservation came over the Muslims. A massive codification of 
everything in Islam took place that makes of the second/eighth and third/ninth centuries one 
of the cyclical water-sheds, clearly the first major one after the founding of the religion, in the 
history of that religion. Inevitably, with the codification of everything, there came the sects, the 
schools, the disputes, and the charges and counter-charges. 

Islam in the time of the Prophet and somewhat later amongst his immediate successors 
had been rather fluid, as was said. With the passage of time, however, that situation changed. 
The expansion of Islam, so lightning-like in its nature, brought into its fold myriads of converts 
who needed to be taught with books. The Empire of Islam had also created a vast civilizational 
superstructure on its previously modest Beduin foundations that exploded in due time into 
a magnificent city-culture with its own distinctive beauty. It had likewise its own distinctive 
worldliness that saddened the more pious members of the Community and made them look 
back to the time of Muhammad and his Companions as a sort of halcyon age. It was the 

Significantly, one of the first to be called a Sūfī was the founder of Islamic alchemy, Jābir ibn Hayyān (d.c. 200/815), a dis-
ciple of Ja‘far as-Sādiq, one of the great figures of Islamic esoterism. Another early ascetic to be called a Sūfī was Abū Hāshim 
(d. 160/776). The liaison between the “purification” (safā’) of the alchemist and the “wool” (sūf) of the ascetic, as Massignon 
points out in his Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la mystique musulmane (Paris, 1954), pp. 155-156, was already in 
evidence at an early date. 
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corruption (fasād) of the times that prompted the codification of everything and the rise of 
distinctive groups with names of their own designating authentic Islam. This would be enough 
to account for the rise of Sūfism, but there is still another factor that played its role. 

The elect in the time of Muhammad were called the “Companions,” and after their demise 
the mantle of election was passed to the “Followers” of the Companions, who could be relied 
upon to maintain the integrity of the tradition in the midst of the increasingly disruptive forces 
of time. Then came the “Followers of the Followers,” and with them came the differences 
and problems. Then it was that the title of the elect (al-khawāss) fell on the saintly ascetics 
(zuhhād) and devotees (‘ubbād) of Islam. But here too problems arose: when innovations and 
disputes broke out, it happened that each warring sect claimed for itself the only zuhhād and 
‘ubbād in the entire Community, all others being outside the pale.3 

If we were to search for the traces of the Path in early Islam, before the rise of the Sūfīs as 
such, it would have to be amongst those ascetics and devotees, for they were the elect of Islam. 
But it soon became obvious, as time passed, that asceticism and devotionalism had turned into 
ends in themselves amongst their practitioners. The cognitive bases of the Path, those relating to 
gnosis (ma‘rifa or ‘ilm),4 were brushed to one side. Amongst all of those ascetics and devotees 
of the second/eighth century, one might well ask, which ones represent the Path in its gnostic 
sense and who are its real masters? Clearly, not all were treading the integral Path. How could 
anyone, in those days, distinguish between the ones who were in the Path and the ones who 
were not? How could one distinguish, amongst the many pious leaders and their circles of 
disciples, the real master (shaykh) and his disciples? Those were questions that the seeker of 
the Path in that day might have posed to himself. 

Therein lies the rationale for the rise of the term Sūfī in the second/eighth century: just as 
the schools of Law gave themselves names to delineate the true forms of the Law, so similarly 
the masters of the Path began to call the perfect adept a Sūfī and to refer to their spiritual 
esoterism as tasawwuf. They did this by way of distinguishing the Path from the Law, on the 
one hand, and from the mass of free-lance mystics, on the other. They wanted to distinguish 
the Path from the Law because of the obvious differences in depth and perception between the 
two, and because they did not want Islam to fall exclusively into the hands of the doctors of 
the Law, who were already claiming a kind of total monopoly on the Revelation for themselves. 
They wanted to distinguish the Path from the practices of the zuhhād and the ‘ubbād, not 
because there are no ascetical or devotional elements in the Path, but because these elements 
are not ends in themselves; rather, it is ma‘rifa that represents the integral Path, and it is the 
masters of Sūfism who are the real representatives (nuwwāb, pl. of nā’ib) of the Prophet’s 
spiritual legacy.5 And finally, they wanted to distinguish the Path from everything else because, 
in a period of decline, it is best to come out straightforwardly and without hesitation rather 

3 Al-Qushayri (d. 465/1072), in his Risāla (Cairo, 1359/1940), p. 8, says that the Sūfīs set themselves apart from such sects 
by way of showing they were the real elect. Likewise, Shihāb ad-Dīn as-Suhrawardī (d. 630/1232) says that the term Sūfī arose 
to set the contemplatives apart from the worldlier members of the Community (‘Awārif al-ma‘ārif [Cairo, 1358/1939], pp. 
48-49). Ibn Khaldūn (d. 808/1406), the Moroccan historian, says in his Muqaddima (Beirut, 1956), p. 842, that the tarīqa 
existed amongst the Companions and later Followers but that in the second/eighth century, when worldliness set in, the pious 
were distinguished by the name Sūfī and its cognates. (The ascetics were pious, too; he means the gnostics.) 
4 The word ma‘rifa came to prevail over the word ‘ilm in the course of time because the former carries an experiential nu-
ance to it that ‘ilm (“knowledge,” “science”) does not have. 
5 Suhrawardī, op. cit., p. 60, states that the highest rank in the tarīqa is that of the shaykh, who exercises a sort of representa-
tion (niyāba) in respect to the Prophet’s station of Prophethood (nubuwwa). 
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than let things drift out of control due to a sense of modest self-effacement. 6 

Thus, by the third/ninth century, Islam had crystallized out into the gnostic esoterism that 
was called Sūfism (tasawwuf), and which henceforth would be synonymous with the tarīqa, and 
the rather cut-and-dried exoterism of the schools of jurisprudence, concerned with the sharī‘a. 
7 The two aspects called each other into being: just as there were no Mālikites or Hanbalites 
in the days of Muhammad, so likewise there were no Sūfīs, if we go by names. But as soon 
as some started calling themselves Hanbalites and Mālikites, others started calling themselves 
Sūfīs. From that century on, both levels of the Islamic tradition would be distinct and operate in 
their own ways. Conflicts would indeed arise, but some sage of inspired nature, like Abū Tālib 
al-Makkī (d. 386/996) or al-Ghazzālī (d. 505/1111), would intervene to effect a temporary 
reconciliation. But whatever the nature of the conflicts, they would never result in a divorce 
between the two, for Sūfism without the Law is inoperative. Still, the perspectives of the two 
would differ: the Law envisaging posthumous salvation (najāt) through the ritual, moral, and 
dogmatic elements of Islam, the Path envisaging liberation (takhlīs) in this life through the 
spiritual practices leading to luminous knowledge of the Real. 

As a consequence of these historical remarks, the necessity for the rise of the word Sūfī 
came about because of the readaptation that the Islamic tradition had to make in view of a 
decline that threatened its spiritual bases. The readaptation furnished the means of rebirth that 
permitted the Community at large to regain its equilibrium both as regards the Law and the 
Path. 

How is it, nevertheless, that a science as sacred as Sūfism could be associated with such 
a thing as “wool” (sūf), for the word Sūfī literally means “relating to wool.” One would have 
thought that a more flattering epithet could have been chosen for the adepts of the Path, such 
as “sage” (hakīm) or “theosopher” (muta’allih). True, more exalted origins for the word have 
been proposed over the centuries.8 But it seems to be really in intimate alliance with wool, 
and there the matter stands. One thing is clear: it is not a word of human origin. It could not 
have arisen by mere social convention nor could it have been something that occurred to a 
particular person by chance. The air of mystery surrounding it denotes its celestial source, its 
“non-human” point of departure. Another sign of its providential inception is its alliance with 
wool, a “non-human” substance. What better way for the Spirit to thwart the tendency to 
over-estimate man as such, with his penchant for mental abstraction, than to clothe its adepts 
in such a concrete thing as wool and to call them Sūfīs? 

Wool, to be sure, was the preferred fabric of Muhammad and his Companions, as it 
must have been for Abraham. Its connection with sheep immediately evokes a pastoral life, 

6 Many of the early Sūfīs are characterized by their shathiyyāt (“ecstatic expressions”) that shocked exoteric Islam into an 
awareness of the Sūfīs; but this tactic faded with the passage of time. The Anā ’l-Haqq (“I am the Truth”) of al-Hallāj (d. 
309/922) is but one of many of these expressions. 
7 In between the two would be the zuhhād and the ‘ubbād, whom the Sūfīs would always distinguish from the ‘ārifūn, or 
gnostics, even though the fuqahā’ (those hostile to Sūfism, in any case) would continue using the first two terms to cover all of 
them by way of stripping the Sūfīs of their ma‘rifa. Thus, the Sūfī al-Yāfi‘ī (d. 768/1367) takes the religious scholar Dhahabī 
(d. 748/1348) to task for referring to Shaykh Abū ’l-Hasan ash-Shādhilī (d. 656/1258), the great Moroccan Sūfī and founder 
of the Shādhiliyya, as a zāhid only and omitting the all-important fact that he was an ‘ārif and a spiritual guide (murshid): cf. 
Mir’āt al-janān (Hyderabad, 1339/1920), IV, 143 (and he notes, in op. cit., I, 349, that Dhahabī and others like him amongst 
the fuqahā’ always do that with the eminent ‘ārifūn of Sūfism). 
8 The possibility that the word may derive from the passive of the third form of the verbal root safā (“to be pure”) has been 
mentioned by many masters. The formula sāfā-hu ’llāh fa-sūfiya wa-kana Sūfiyyan (“God purified him so that he became pure 
and was a Sūfi”) is often cited. 

62 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #2 (Spring 1972)  

a primordial nomadism ante-dating the rise of sedentary cultures and civilizations, with their 
innate tendency towards locking themselves up behind walls or cutting off their contacts 
with Nature. The simple woollen garments worn by the early Sūfīs (and very often they were 
nothing but patched woollen frocks, or muraqqa‘as, worn in imitation of the Prophet and his 
Companions) represented, not only an observance of the Sunna, but also an intrusion of the 
nomadic style of simplicity within the complex worldliness of the rising sedentary civilization of 
Islam. Their dress contrasted with the sumptuous garments of late Umayyad and early ‘Abbāsid 
times, especially in the urban centres. It was also a throwback to the days of the Prophet, when 
the desert and the Beduin culture of primitive Islam, bound to the rigorous beauty of Nature, 
still held sway. The use of woollen garments was therefore a reaction against the prevailing 
corruption in dress and, at the same time, a reaffirmation of archaic Islam. It was the badge of 
the real Muslim amongst the lukewarm. 9 

But why was a garment of wool signalled out by Providence for special attention, to the point 
that the mark of the Sūfī was his dress? Because the garment proclaims the man: it exteriorizes 
what he has inside of him. This was certainly the case for such a traditional civilization as Islam. 
It will be noted that when the Easterner of the present day becomes Westernized, the first 
thing he casts off is his traditional garment, as if instinctively sensing that the garment impedes 
his catching-up with the modern world. But in those early days of Islam, the situation was 
different: it was a question, for the Sūfīs who wore the simpler woollen dress enjoined by the 
Sunna, of re-manifesting the simplicity of primitive Islam in an age of rich complexity on all 
levels. Once the reaffirmation was made, the name Sūfī stuck with the accomplished adherents 
of the Path and thenceforth designated the saint or sage who had reached the end. 10 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

A devotee who can call on God while living a householder’s life is a hero indeed. God 
thinks: ‘He who has renounced the world for My sake will surely pray to Me. He must 
serve Me. Is there anything very remarkable about it? People will cry shame on him if 
he fails to do so. But he is blessed indeed who prays to Me in the midst of his worldly 
duties. He is trying to find Me, overcoming a great obstacle pushing away, as it were, a 
huge block of stone weighing a ton, Such a man is a real hero.’ 

Sri Ramakrishna 

9 Generally, the garment was of white wool. But there is nothing absolute about the wearing of woollen garments, whether 
simple or patched. Since hypocrisy can easily infiltrate into clothes, many of the masters wore no distinctive dress at all and 
imposed none on their disciples, but this would be in later ages. 
10 The zuhhād and the ‘ubbād also wore woollen garments, but they did not bear the name Sūfī since they were not bent on 
ma‘rifa. The Sūfīs were therefore the superior nucleus of the elect (“the elect of the elect”) of the second/eighth century, and 
stood out as such by virtue of their representing the total Path. By the end of that century (the year 200 A.H.), the words Sūfī, 
tasawwuf, and the like, were in widespread usage and designated the followers of the Path, the initiates. From that time on, 
Sūfism and the initiatic Path would be one and the same thing. 
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The Marriage of Wisdom and Method  
by  

Marco Pallis  

IF only we could presently be transported, as on a magic carpet, to some Tibetan temple where 
the monks have gathered for their daily office we should notice that each monk, while taking 
part in the deep-throated psalmody, was also executing certain symbolical gestures with the aid 
of two objects, namely a bell held in his left hand and something looking like the thunderbolt of 
Jupiter in his right. These gestures actually reproduce the conjugal play of Wisdom and Method 
which the two ritual objects so used respectively represent. The bell (dilbu in Tibetan) stands 
for Wisdom, while Method is represented by the dorje (vajra in Sanskrit), a root that is also 
present in the name Darjeeling, which means “the place of the Dorje”. The same two emblems 
also frequently figure in sacred art, pictorial or sculptural, where they are to be seen either 
separately or else grasped in the hands of various divinities as they retrace the same gestures as 
the monks of our imaginary temple scene. 

According to the traditional symbolism Wisdom, the bell, is female and Method, the dorje, 
is male. The lamas say that both these principles must be brought into play and harmoniously 
blended if ever spirituality is to ripen its proper fruit in enlightenment; they must not be al-
lowed to get out of step, otherwise some degree of spiritual lop-sidedness will result, imped-
ing the purpose in view. Usually this idea is expressed by saying that Wisdom is the eye and 
Method the legs and that if one of these fails the man will be helpless. There is a happy parable 
current in Tibet pointing this moral, which runs as follows: two men set out to reach the city of 
Nirvāna, but neither could make much headway because the one was blind while the other was 
lame. Eventually they decided to join forces, so the lame man climbed on to the blind man’s 
back and so they set out together, with the man who had eyes pointing out the way while the 
man with sound legs advanced along it, and thus they arrived safely in the city. 

Insistence on the guiding principle that Wisdom and Method must keep close company and 
not be allowed to outstrip one another means, among other things, that disciples undergoing 
training with a spiritual master are not encouraged to over-stimulate an appetite for abstract 
theorizing or to spend effort on anything but strictly necessary tasks. Economy of instruction 
is the rule in Tibetan spirituality—the word “economy” is here to be understood according 
to its primitive meaning of “good housekeeping”, which includes both storing and spending. 
Wisdom, when acquired, should not be kept in store too long, lest it go stale on you. It must be 
used while it is still fresh (and this is where Method comes in), providing food, as it does, not 
only for the mind but also for the body; every element in man, be it even the most outward, 
is able to participate in the regenerative process, and indeed must do so if that process is to be 
complete. One must be as chary of useless activities as one is generous of necessary ones; which 
means, in effect, a proper rationing of thoughts, speech, reading and the like, as well as of the 
more obviously bodily occupations. As for effort and its strenuous demands, these must be 
rightly guided, other-wise they too will exhaust themselves by dispersion; here again it is Meth-
od that will help to canalize them, by enclosing the effort within wisely determined limits, in 
which even bodily factors such as breathing, posture etc. may play a part. When a stream has to 
pass through a narrow channel its force increases thanks to this very constriction: it is this idea 
which lies behind many of the contrivances resorted to by Tibetan and other contemplatives 
and which at first sight might seem unaccountably external and elementary as supports for an 
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experience destined to take place in the innermost heart of man. In fact this kind of discipline, 
though it makes demands on perseverance and therefore, necessarily, on the will, once accepted 
is able, by compensation, to relieve the will of quite a considerable burden by establishing a 
rhythm in effort; human propensity to habit can thus be turned to good account, since nothing 
is more wasteful of energy than spasmodic attempts requiring ever renewed impulses of will 
to keep them going. If this is true, for instance, of an art like music, it is doubly true of the 
supreme art of contemplation, hence the importance of a sound spiritual technique or method. 

In the eyes of the lamas any doctrine, therefore, which is communicated minus an accom-
panying method calculated to attune the whole being, and not merely the thinking mind, to 
its reception, presents dangers and these will increase in proportion as the doctrine itself grows 
more profound. Only metaphysical realization can eliminate these dangers altogether and this 
cannot be guaranteed unilaterally by any human expedient; a grace will always be implied 
which is not in itself an evocation of the methods applied. Yet without some kind of spiritual 
discipline there is small hope of anyone’s becoming aware of what is being offered him by the 
divine hand of mercy; otherwise all one would have to do would be to sit and wait in a state 
of complete passivity, a quietism in the wrong sense. Such an attitude is at the very antipodes 
of the true state of contemplative repose—Tibetan Yogins are called Naljorpas = obtainers of 
tranquility; that state represents, in fact, the most intense state of activity open to man, that in 
which all his powers of attention are brought to bear on a single point and maintained there, 
with every out-facing agent of dispersion or agitation entirely stilled. 

All this explains why the best Tibetan teachers, like their fellows in India and elsewhere, 
are on the whole suspicious of erudition and ratiocinative virtuosity; for though these charac-
teristics can some-times go hand in hand with spiritual insight, the opposite is far more often 
the case, hence the need, in all but exceptional cases, to discourage any tendency to mental 
gluttony as also the tendency to over-stimulate the thinking faculty; the former tends to foster 
a quantitative conception of knowledge, while the latter tends to confine knowledge to the 
field of relationships, in all their endless combinations, to the exclusion of any understanding of 
things in themselves, in their essential Suchness, this being beyond the resources of the discur-
sive mind as such. When the thinking mind single-handed abusively attempts such a thing the 
result is but a series of abstractions that have parted company with their archetypes. 

Knowledge, in the real sense, the one invariably given to it by the Tibetan lamas, is always 
to be regarded as “concrete”, that is to say, it always implies an equating of knowing with being, 
intellect with existence, theory or vision with realization. It is with the former that Wisdom 
is specifically concerned, and Method with the latter. Here again, it were well to be reminded 
that Wisdom, to remain such, demands the latent presence of Method and vice versa: the Tao-
ist symbol of the yin-yang, with its dark and light halves, interlocked and with each showing a 
speck of the opposite hue, provides an admirable illustration of this mutual dependence. The 
distinction of Wisdom and Method, apart from its obvious convenience of expression, does in 
fact correspond to a reality which will persist, at least in a certain degree, so long as the world of 
relativities (which is also the world of illusions) has not been abandoned. As long as there is yet 
a way to be followed each member of the syzygy has his or her distinct part to play; though they 
co-operate in the closest manner, their influence remains, as it were, parallel. But just as parallel 
lines are said to meet in infinity—used thus, the latter term is rather loose—so in Enlighten-
ment, the goal of all spiritual ways, does the distinction of Wisdom and Method disappear, this 
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being the final consummation of their marriage and its issue, the two in one.1 

* * * 

Let us now return for a moment to consider the two objects previously mentioned as symbol-
izing the partners of our chosen theme, namely the bell and dorje. The bell, which always bears 
the same device and is cast from a special alloy yielding a clear and beautiful tone, is, as we said, 
regarded as the female principle. The handle is crowned with the head of the goddess Prajnā 
Paramitā or Wisdom Transcendent, here equated with Tara, the mother of the Bodhisattvas or 
beings dedicated to Enlightenment. As for the dorje, its symbolism is multiple: chiefly it is an 
axial symbol signifying the thread of Enlightenment passing through the centre of every being 
or world and especially of man, who is a central or axial being by definition: hence the frequent 
reference, in the Buddhist scriptures, to “human birth hard to obtain”, with the added injunc-
tion that this rare opportunity should not be wasted, but turned to profit while the going is 
good. 

The axis itself is flanked by four (sometimes further subdivided into eight) phlanges, with a 
constriction where the hand lays hold of the dorje in the middle. These phlanges correspond to 
the four directions of space which between them “encompass” the universe. A precisely similar 
symbolism attaches to the three-dimensional cross of which the dorje is but a variant: Christians 
should always remember this metaphysical meaning attaching to the central emblem of their 
tradition, for the cross, by thus “measuring” the worlds, already pre-affirms the truth that He 
who is raised thereon is One who shall be both Judge—to measure something implies sitting in 
judgment—and Savior. 

Regarded from another point of view the central axis corresponds to the Way, spiritual life. 
This is its cosmic aspect, of which the counterpart, in the human microcosm, is the intellect 
or true intelligence, the organ wherewith it is possible to contemplate the divine mysteries, 
of which each station in the line of vision marks a degree of understanding. This transcendent 
faculty is commonly indicated, in Indian and Tibetan images, by the third or frontal eye. With 
most beings this eye is as if asleep, or rather it is the being itself that takes its own blindness 
for granted until one day, by the “opening of the third eye”, it becomes aware that it has had 
the power to see all the time and had not noticed the fact! The third eye has no other meaning 
but this; it is not connected, as some would have us believe, with the acquisition of unusual 
psychic powers—indeed, any addiction to their pursuit, as the Lamas are continually remind-
ing people, will create a fatal obstacle to the opening of the intellectual eye. To point this out 
would not be necessary but for the fact that Tibet has long been a favorite hunting-ground for 
those whose aim it is to explain—I should have said, to explain away,—the traditional symbols 
and myths in psychological terms. If materialism whether dialectical or merely de facto is the 
enemy religion is most obviously having to face in the world today, this confusing of spiritual 
and psychic is like a secret plundering of the arsenal in the rear by self-styled allies: for, needless 
to say, whatever pertains to the psycho-physical vehicle belongs to the “physical” world, in the 
Aristotelian sense, and there-fore falls under the reproach of being but an aggregate, imperma-
nent and vowed to old age and eventual decomposition—I have here used Buddhist language; 

It would be still truer to say that “method” is the dynamic aspect of THAT which, when statically regarded, is known as 
“wisdom”, in which case the idea of a “marriage” disappears in favour of a principle which only becomes polarized in our own 
mind, while remaining ONE at its own level. 
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this means, in effect, that it is devoid of any transcendent character or selfhood—here again I 
have stuck to the Buddhist expression of a truth which, in other traditions, will necessarily as-
sume a different form, according to the characteristic “economy” of each tradition in question, 
by which its various modes of expression are determined. 

* * * 

We must now make a brief digression in order to deal with certain accusations that have often 
been leveled by hostile religious propagandists against the practice of a “spiritual method” as 
understood in India and Tibet, as also among the Sufis: the accusations in question amount to 
this, namely that in the Eastern traditions Method, spiritual technique, is regarded as operat-
ing in a quasi-mechanical way as if postures, breathing exercises, repetition of formulas and so 
on could, as efficient cause, be guaranteed to produce a given result in the sphere of the spirit, 
thus by-passing Grace; and secondly, that in these same traditions the moral perfections are 
neglected as being more or less irrelevant to knowledge. One can only start off by giving the 
lie to both the above strictures which contradict all the known facts, as proved by any number 
of sacred texts and instruction books for aspirants in all manner of languages, as well as by the 
personal testimony of still living teachers and their disciples. It is interesting to recall a similar 
scandal that took place in the Christian world in the fourteenth century, when Barlaam the 
Calabrian attacked the Hesychasts of Mount Athos and their yogic practices. Their defense by 
St. Gregory Palamas might serve as a precedent in all similar cases. 

What has previously been said about the function of Method should suffice to answer the 
first accusation, at least in part. Method cannot of itself compel knowledge, but it can help 
to create favorable conditions for its revealing. Its action is twofold: positively, it will provide 
adequate “supports” for meditation’ (or for prayer, wherever that word applies); negatively, it 
strives by various skilful devices to inhibit any movements of body or mind that might divert 
the stream of attention into side-channels or disperse it in eddies. By definition, Method when 
applied is concerned with the world, the environment, the way, not with the goal itself; it 
is Wisdom that takes care of the latter. Given, however, that the methodic prescriptions are 
faithfully carried out it is only a very small abuse of language to promise a result and even to 
describe that result as fruit of the method; that the expression is loose is proved, if by nothing 
else, by the self-evident disproportion between the means deployed and the result to which 
these means are conducive. 

The same argument applies to prayer: when it is said that if a man prays sincerely and with 
centered attention God will surely hear him, is one then to be accused of prejudging the deci-
sions of God? The basic assumption is the same in both cases, namely that if existing veils be 
withdrawn the Light, which is ever shining, will instantly light up the intellect, whose very 
nature it is to serve as its transmitter; if prayer be offered with wholehearted love, then pre-
existing Grace will not withdraw itself. Nothing is more paradoxical than the idea of prayer, 
since it seems to make man into the subject and God into the object. It is in the very nature 
of things that the cosmos, which is mirror as well as illusion, should thus reverse the image. 
Enlightenment is the restoration of the true relationship. 

The second accusation is still easier to answer: the Eastern traditions yield to none in the 
attention they give to the virtues and their cultivation, charity, humility, purity and the like. 
Differences of emphasis exist, but basically all religions stand together in this respect. In fact 
the cultivation of the virtues is a sine qua non of Method, so much so that it is often taken for 
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granted and therefore hardly mentioned. Nevertheless, any number of allusions, often elucidat-
ed at great length and detail, are to be found in the traditional books: one has only to mention 
the frequent statement that any kind of sexual perversion renders the methods of concentra-
tion nugatory—this is but one example of the kind, but these could be multiplied to cover 
compassion and all the other virtues. At every turn one is told that the ego is the chief enemy 
to be overcome; subduing the ego does not go without moral effort, everybody knows that. To 
attribute absurdities to people reckoned in other respects intelligent is decidedly disingenuous! 

If all religions are alike in the importance they give to the virtues in relation to spiritual 
aims, they differ somewhat in the character they attribute to each virtue: for instance the Bud-
dhist compassion and Christian charity, though overlapping to a very great extent, are not quite 
identical either as regards their intellectual premises or in practice. The same applies in other 
cases; the “flavor” is different. In the Christian ethic emphasis is all along on the will, its right 
and wrong exercise; hence also the almost obsessive reference to sin. Sin is a human fact; Bud-
dhists do not underrate its importance, far from it, but with them, as also with Hindus, there is 
always a certain suggestion of bad management about sinning, that accords well with the per-
spective of gnosis, jnāna, whereas the perspective of love sees in sin primarily a betrayal of the 
divine Lover by his human counterpart, to the prejudice of the hope of their eventual union. 

It might sound rather far-fetched were one to suggest, for instance, that charity is also a kind 
of skill, one that can be properly or improperly exercised, a conception which automatically 
relates it to Method. Such a suggestion, however, would not astonish a Tibetan since, for him, 
spirituality always has an element of art about it; hence also his own avoidance of the extremes 
of moralistic exaggeration into which some others so easily slip. After all, is it so unreason-able 
to argue that uncharitableness, inasmuch as it exacerbates the ego-forming tendency, is a form 
of incompetence, opposed as it is to man’s proper destiny? There is nothing in this attitude 
to prejudice the ultimate result, even though few, in practice, go so far as to reduce all their 
moral problems to a question of skill. All I have wished to show, by stretching this example 
somewhat, is that a virtue can be treated as an element of Method without forfeiting one bit 
of its intrinsic character: it is all a question of perspective and, as was said in another context, 
of spiritual “economy”. 

Tibetans as a rule are not very “sin-conscious”, if one may so put it, though they certainly 
are not indifferent to the question: there is indeed one respect in which they might even claim, 
with some small show of plausibility, to go further than their Christian fellows, as I will illus-
trate from my own experience. When talking to them I had often noticed the fact that when 
any ethical breach happened to be mentioned they invariably described it as “a very great sin”, 
whether one was discussing murder or some minor act of irreverence or the like. 

This habit of theirs rather tickled me, so one day I said to a friend: “if what you have just 
mentioned amounts to a great sin, what then would you describe as a small one?”—I was think-
ing at the time of the Catholic definition of mortal and venial sins, as applying to the case in 
question. “It is rash so to label any sin”, my friend answered, “for one neither knows the dis-
positive causes which rendered that sin possible nor its eventual consequences. In the absence 
of such knowledge, how can one presume to label it as small? Better to keep on the safe side”. 

There is a story, classical in Tibet, which is meant to bring out just this point, it runs as 
follows: A certain man, through some inadvertence, had fallen into the clutches of a demon, 
who threatened him with some horrible punishment unless he agreed to commit at least one 
sin; the only concession he was prepared to make in answer to the man’s pleading was to al-
low him a choice out of three possible sins, to wit: taking life (by killing a goat), having illicit 
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sexual intercourse with a woman, or getting drunk. The poor man debated long before arriving 
at a decision, for he came of a right-living family and all three sins were equally repugnant to 
him. At last he said to himself: to take life, that is unthinkable! And to defile myself with that 
woman, how could I ever face the shame? I hate the idea of getting drunk, but after all, many 
decent people occasionally take a drop too much, this is clearly the one to choose as being the 
lesser evil; it’s only common sense!” So he took the cup of strong-brewed barley whisky from 
the hand of the demon and drained it, though with disgust. 

No sooner had the whisky gone down than the man began to feel merry; a few minutes later 
he was making violent love to the woman and soon after that, seizing a knife, he was slaughter-
ing the goat in order to provide them both with a good dinner. 

“How then”, said my friend, “dare one make a distinction between a small sin and a great?” 

* * * 

Till now we have been speaking of the marriage of Wisdom and Method under various aspects; 
it is time something was said about their divorce, since this too is a possibility. 

Firstly, what are the consequences of trying to pursue Wisdom in isolation? The Tibetans 
will answer that this is just the error of the so-called “Self-Buddhas”, conventional butt of all 
Mahāyānist writers, those who seek Enlightenment for themselves alone, ignoring the interests 
of other suffering beings: an intellectual blind alley therefore, an escape from the world without 
a compensating reintegration of the world. In contrast to this, the Bodhisattva, who embodies 
the Mahāyāna’s ideal, is described as “deferring” his own exit into Nirvāna until the last blade 
of grass shall have reached enlightenment. Such comparisons must of course not be taken too 
literally, for it is more a question of contrasted attitudes than of actual fact. 

The real point of the above confrontation is that such an abstracting of Wisdom will lead, 
almost inevitably, to a confusing of Wisdom itself with what are merely its reflections in the 
discursive mind, mental formulations, conceptualism in general. All Buddhist schools agree that 
here lies the danger; in Zen we have the extremist expression of this condemnation. Once such 
a confusion has gained a hold, the tendency to replace metaphysical Knowledge, joint fruit of 
Revelation and Intellection, by a “philosophy” in the ordinary sense of the word will be well-
nigh irresistible: already one can discern here the first outlines of that “science according to the 
flesh” against which St. Paul has given warning. First, sacred doctrine loses its “concreteness” by 
the suppression of the corresponding means of realization and then, by progressive stages of ab-
straction, it sheds, imperceptibly but inescapably, more and more of its transcendent elements 
until it has become wholly profane and arbitrary, a mere market for human opinions devoid of 
any possibility of verification. 

Doctrinal materialism, a relativism treated as absolute and axiomatic, but marks an ad-
vanced stage of this process; what further may still lie ahead it would be hard to guess. 

Secondly Method, when divorced from Wisdom: this, as the Tibetans will agree, has the 
effect of chaining men fatally to samsāra, the World of Birth and Death, without hope of es-
cape. Once man ceases to connect technique with transcendent principles and aims, or in other 
words with Wisdom, there is nothing to keep his native inventiveness from running to seed; 
the more it is indulged the quicker it will become man’s master, and, incidentally, it will extin-
guish in him the true creative instinct, which is bound up with a sense of the sacred, replacing 
art by a monstrous display of ingenuity and manipulative dexterity that stops at nothing. With 
man’s tastes and tendencies becoming daily more sophisticated, virgin nature, nursery of the 
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contemplative spirit since time immemorial, by dint of continual inroads, well-nigh disappears. 
As for man himself, he becomes identified, to all intents and purposes, with his sole animality, 
with the belief, that is to say, that it is possible both to live by bread alone and be at peace. But 
such bread never satisfies, for do what man will, the spiritual urge is there, frustrated and gnaw-
ing at his heartstrings. That is his hell, but, strangely enough, it is also his last hope, since one 
day he may yet awaken to the real cause of his discontents and this, for every man in whatever 
situation or state of mind, is the first step into the Way. But meanwhile, till this happens, the 
nightmare must needs continue. 

On this note we will conclude the first, more general portion of this essay. It now remains 
for us to examine a number of examples, all based on personal observation or experience in 
the Tibetan world, of how the conjoint principle of Wisdom and Method operates in various 
circumstances of spiritual life. 

* * * 

There are two main currents into which the religious life of Tibet divides itself, respectively as-
sociated with the Gelugpa, the Order of Virtuous Usage or “Yellow-hats”, as they are familiarly 
called, and the rest of the monastic community labeled together as “Red-hats” but really con-
taining three separate associations, namely the Nyingmapa or Order of Ancients, the Kagyüdpa 
or Order of the Oral Tradition and the Sakyapa: the latter Order takes its name from Sakya, an 
ancient monastery in a high valley some eighty miles north of Everest, which in the thirteenth 
century occupied premier place in the Tibetan world, with its hierarch acting as representa-
tive of the Mongolian Khan who then, and for some time after, held distant suzerainty over 
Tibet. The temple of Sakya, which I and my friend Richard Nicholson visited in 1947, was 
of unbelievable splendor, a treasure-house of all the arts at their very purest, and its library of 
manuscripts, many of them in Sanskrit, is likewise magnificent;2 but the Sakyapa Order itself 
has nothing very specific to tell us as far as our present discussion is concerned; it goes in with 
the three others, all of which will be drawn upon in turn for examples. 

The Gelugpa, who were mentioned first, have for the last four or five centuries been the 
dominant Order in Tibet, numbering as they do both the Dalai and the Panchhen Lama among 
their members. The former has been the temporal ruler of the country, as well as its senior 
abbot, since the seventeenth century. The Gelugpa are the result of the reform carried out at 
the end of the fourteenth century by a great saint, Tsong Khapa by name, who came from the 
province of Amdo east of the Koko Nor; he started life as a Sakyapa, but later initiated a move-
ment designed to counteract the laxity he perceived among the monks of his own and kindred 
orders, on much the same lines as occurred repeatedly during the Christian Middle Ages. In 
some ways the Gelugpa, with their very large monasteries, rather remind one of the Cistercians, 
though the universities which are also a feature of the Order are more reminiscent of the great 
scholastic institutions run by the Dominicans at a somewhat later date. 

It must be understood, when classifying Tibetan spirituality under these monastic headings, 
that this does not mean that only professing monks are included under any given label. The Or-
ders merely provide a framework, because each represents a distinct type of spirituality, with 

At the moment of writing (1972) it has not been possible to ascertain the fate of Sakya with certainty; there have been 
reports of its total destruction, which still await corroborating or otherwise. In any case it is unlikely that the moveable works 
of art or books are still in position, even if the main buildings have escaped being quarried for their materials. 
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doctrinal emphasis on some ideas rather than others, with its own books and artistic themes, 
as also with its own characteristic methods. Each ideal, moreover, expresses itself in the choice 
of particular divinities or, to be more accurate, divine aspects, the attributes and symbolism of 
which correspond, visually, to ideas which, for that Order, are central. Every lay person in Tibet 
is the follower of one or other of these Orders and participates with more or less of intensity in 
the graces inherent in that particular spiritual current. When a member of a family is about to 
embrace the monastic life—every family dedicates at least one child in this way—he will natu-
rally be sent to a monastery belonging to the Order of which that family are devotees. What we 
are chiefly concerned with here is the character and form variously assumed by Wisdom when 
viewed as doctrine, and by Method, viewed as spiritual discipline or practice; classification ac-
cording to the chief monastic Orders is an obvious convenience for this purpose. 

It goes without saying that all these Orders have many features in common; they share all 
the basic things of Buddhism and most of the traditional practices specific to Tibet. Neverthe-
less, there is a considerable difference of outlook, as between the various Orders and especially 
between the older foundations (the “Red-hats”) and the Gelugpa, amounting to a difference 
of “spiritual genius” and imprinting its unmistakable stamp on Sage and ordinary disciple alike. 

We have seen that the Gelugpa were the outcome of a reform, chiefly in the moral field, 
hence the name of “Virtuous Usage”. Visible results of this reform were: a very detailed rule 
aiming at a return to primitive Buddhist usage, strict enforcement of celibacy and total prohibi-
tion of alcoholic drink, and lastly a marked insistence upon reading and study generally, on lines 
closely reminiscent of the mediaeval Scholastics of Europe. The Geshe or doctor of divinity is 
a typical Gelugpa figure, absent in the other Orders, and his is the mentality that dominated 
the scene in the established church, if one may so describe the Yellow Order because of its as-
sociation with the government—many officials were monks and in the theocratic arrangements 
of modern Tibet all high offices were held jointly by a monk, who was always a Gelugpa, and 
a layman, drawn from the nobility; history has even known a monk commander-in-chief and 
there would doubtless also have been a monk-admiral if Tibet had possessed a seaboard. Never-
theless, it must not be thought that the Gelugpa, despite their greater proneness to organisation 
(which is always the mark of a reform, its strength but also, after the initial momentum has 
passed, its weakness in so far as this may tend to favour a too secure mediocrity)—it must not 
be thought, however, that the Gelugpa have in principle renounced the contemplative ideal, 
and many of them proceed far along that road, just like their red-hatted rivals. In no case is a 
Buddhist monk formally dedicated to external works of various kinds, as in the case of many 
foundations of Latin Christianity; if scholastic study is also an external work in its way, its 
object, as forming part of Method, is to provide the aspirant with theoretical preparation to 
be subsequently “realized” in the contemplative life. In respect of its ideals, Tibetan monasti-
cism stands much nearer to the Greek East than to the Roman West. “Works of Charity”, as 
understood amongst us, are not for the monk, save incidentally, or rather his chief work of 
charity is to attack evils and errors, not in their symptoms, but in their very root so that, for 
him, anything less must be reckoned a distraction from “the one thing needful”. All Tibetans 
look on the true contemplatives as protectors of mankind, qualified physicians for its ills and 
as its one and only insurance. For those who achieve this purpose in any high degree whether 
they still be monks or, as often happens, have exchanged the monastic habit for the tattered 
garment of the wanderer, the people’s reverence is unbounded and no one would ever dream of 
asking such a naldjorpa (obtainer of tranquility, the same meaning as “Hesychast”) why he acts 
thus and not otherwise or where he intends to go next. In this way even the ignorant are able 
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to recognize the presence of Wisdom when they meet it, and this, even more than any formal 
reminders, is a means of ensuring that all men share, at least to some extent, in the gifts of the 
Spirit. Indeed it can never be said of any Tibetan, even one seemingly worldly, that he is quite 
immune to a sudden call into spiritual life; these things may by now have ceased in Tibet as a 
result of the invasion, but they were still very much alive when we were there in 1947/48 and 
even the landscape seemed to be bathed in silent contemplation, as if inviting each passer-by 
to participate. 

. 

To return to the Gelugpa: their spiritual method can be summed up in three words: study, 
meditation, contemplation. According to the Lamrim (= “stages of the way”), a standard trea-
tise of the Order compiled by its founder, the object to be striven for is the simultaneous acqui-
sition of hlak-thong or Transcendent Vision and shi-ne, Abiding Tranquility, which respectively 
correspond to the active and passive poles of contemplation. An ordinary monk is known in 
Tibet as trapa which means “schoolman”—the title “lama” properly belongs to three kinds of 
people only: firstly, Lama Tulkus, those who, like the Dalai Lama, are regarded as providential 
vehicles of a given celestial influence for which they provide the bodily support, each succes-
sive descent of this influence being described as a “rebirth”; secondly, heads of initiatic lines; 
and thirdly, one’s own spiritual guide, one’s personal Lama. Any loose use of the word “lama” 
is foreign to the Tibetans. 

A typical Gelugpa centre of learning which I have visited is Tashilhunpo, near Shigatse, 
the seat of the Panchhen Lama and one of the four great universities of Tibet, the other three 
being close to Lhasa. On first coming to the place it immediately made one think of Oxford, 
with its many students living several to a staircase where also a larger room was occupied by a 
tutor who instructed his pupils in small groups. The personal tie between tutor and students 
is always a very close one, as happens throughout the Orient. Among the students themselves 
mutual courtesy is the rule, apart from which they display the normal liveliness of young 
people everywhere, though never to the point of boisterousness such as would run counter to 
the monastic ideal. 

Study itself consists, for the Gelugpa apprentice, in memorizing the Scriptures as well as 
various commentaries and metaphysical treatises—and also in analyzing the meaning of what 
has thus been fixed in the memory, under tutorial guidance; there is a certain approximation to 
philosophy in the way this is carried out. This course of study can last from three or four up to 
ten years or more—it is said that at least that long is required in order to obtain a doctorate or 
“gesheship”. As for contemplation, the declared object of all this study, it can well be imagined 
that many, indeed the majority, stop somewhere short of fulfillment, which rather justifies the 
scornful comments of a Red-hat friend of mine when he said: “A Gelugpa always has his nose in 
a book, but he never gets anywhere”. This criticism is not altogether just: the best of the Gelug-
pa—and they are not a few—do try and apply the learning they have acquired as intended, by 
spending longer or shorter periods in secluded meditation at one of the mountain retreats (rito) 
which every important monastery maintains for this purpose; but nevertheless the tendency 
to exteriorize one’s point of view, as a result of so much purely mental activity, exists among 
the Gelugpa when viewed as a whole, and this is evidenced in a less flexible, more moralistic 
attitude to things generally, wherein they show themselves on average more hide-bound, in an 
intellectual sense, than their opposite numbers among the Red-hats. 

Taken at its most typical, the Gelugpa spiritual program starts out from the idea of im-
permanence. This, in the Buddhist view, is the very corner-stone of Wisdom and a constant 
point of reference whenever attention shows any signs of flagging. Continual dwelling on this 

72 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #2 (Spring 1972)  

theme with the aid of all kinds of moving illustrations lets the aspirant eventually see that he 
himself and the rest of the beings in the universe share a common fatality in the ephemeral 
nature of their joys and the continual recurrence of suffering and death, extending even to their 
personal consciousness, the thing they all call “I”. The logical effect of regarding things in this 
way is a powerful welling up of compassion which then becomes the driving force behind all 
subsequent effort: at its highest this sense of kinship in suffering becomes an irresistible call 
to Bodhisattvahood, self-dedication to the cause of all beings, with a view to their deliverance 
from the Round of Birth and Death through their Enlightenment. That is why, in the Gelugpa 
teaching, compassion is actually identified with Method itself. This, coupled with a pushing 
of impermanence to the point of recognising the voidness or lack of self-nature of all things 
(which is the key-note of wisdom in this tradition), brings the spiritual traveller to that sublime 
station where vision transcends all possible expression and when every agitation is stilled in the 
peace that passeth understanding. 

* * * 

Turning now to the Red-hat Orders, one meets here a great variety of methods pursued against 
a background that is much less of a pattern than with the Gelugpa. Though Nyingmapa and 
Kagyüdpa monasteries, mostly small, are to be found scattered all over Tibet, as well as in the 
cis-Himalayan Buddhist states where they predominate, there are also numbers of their adher-
ents who do not belong to a monastic community; these include laymen who, after spending 
several years under instruction by the lama of their choice, return home to lead dedicated lives 
for the rest of their days; to whom must be added others, fewer in number, who have felt called 
to a life of heroic contemplation, men and women leading a solitary existence in some retired 
spot where herdsmen or villagers will periodically bring them food, asking no questions and 
speaking only if first spoken to, knowing full well, as they do, that these people above all oth-
ers are benefactors of mankind by their very presence and that “the terrible resolution to seek 
the solitudes and meditate all the rest of one’s life for the sake of suffering creatures” (as Mila 
Repa put it) is the greatest gift anyone can share with his fellows. These hermits could be found, 
in ones and twos, throughout the Tibetan world, living in caves close to the glaciers, or else 
wandering along one of the endless tracks that cross the high plateau, leaves borne hither and 
thither before the wind of the Spirit, that bloweth where it listeth; some of them even returned 
after a time to the neighborhood of human settlements where they lived quietly, teaching a few 
chosen disciples, and it is in their ranks that the greatest Lamas are mostly to be found. 

As far as practice is concerned, the disposition of these so-called “unreformed” foundations 
remains very fluid, as compared with the highly organized Gelugpa, and even monastic com-
munities some-times exhibit exceptional features: for instance, one small Kagyüdpa centre up 
in the mountains near Shigatse where I was a frequent visitor, consisted of a convent of nuns 
with a male Lama at their head, and a kindlier or more cheerful set of people I have never met. 
Another such example was Samding, on the Yamdok lake right in the middle of Tibet; but 
here relations were reversed, for the Lama was a woman and all the other inmates were men. 
If these things are apt to shock the prudery of some, they do not astonish the Tibetans, all of 
whom start out from a basic assumption that a profound spiritual awareness must deeds possess 
different criteria of what is or is not expedient, as compared with the average mind for whose 
sake rules and safeguards chiefly exist. The one thing to avoid, as all agree, is any hampering of 
those who, spiritually speaking, mean business; is not the freedom of this spiritual élite in the 
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common interest of all and would it not be folly for the unqualified to try and limit its scope in 
terms of their own ignorance? And if some, or even many of those who set out on this path fall 
out somewhere by the wayside having proved unequal to the great demands made upon them, 
well, mediocrity can quietly be left to stagnate in its own fashion and no one worries. 

A common feature of both the Nyingmapa and Kagyüdpa Orders is that many of their 
Lamas are married and also that alcohol is permitted on the strength of an alleged dispensation 
given by Padma Sambhava, the Apostle of Tibetan Buddhism; what exactly that dispensation 
was meant to cover is not clear, however. Judging by what one has seen in some Nyingmapa 
centres outside Tibet, heavy drinking there is far too common and many a vocation must have 
been hopelessly blurred from this cause. In Tibet itself this evil was far less in evidence than in 
the Himalayan regions. 

A point about the Nyingmapa needing mention is their expertise in various traditional 
sciences: for this reason they were much consulted by the population, as calculators of horo-
scopes, exorcists and especially as performers of propitiatory rites of all sorts. One Nyingmapa 
lama, a most delightful person with whom we were on friendly terms during our stay at Shi-
gatse, was employed by the government as a hail-warden, whose duty it was to watch from a 
specially constructed tower for storm-clouds that might empty .themselves in hail on growing 
crops, always a fear in Tibet at certain seasons. Whenever a suspicious-looking cloud appeared 
the lama hastened to the top of his tower and there performed the appropriate rite, which 
included the display of a complicated ‘geometrical diagram most cunningly fashioned. This 
lama once inquired of me whether England ever suffered from hailstorms and when I answered 
that sometimes this did happen he asked gravely what measures the government there took to 
guard against the danger; he was surprised when we told him that our welfare services did not 
provide for this! 

Though, as explained above, many members of the older Orders belong to monasteries, 
the unit that really counts in this particular world is the gyüd or initiatic line which, by its di-
verse membership cuts across all other arrangements. At the head of each such spiritual family 
stands the Gyüd Lama, through whom the direct line, of the “apostolic succession” is transmit-
ted. These gyüds originate in many different ways. Some have been founded by noted saints 
of antiquity or even of quite recent times, men whose pre-eminent wisdom and virtue have 
won spontaneous recognition from the people, many of whom have come to them asking for 
spiritual guidance, which in Tibet is tantamount to discipleship. Others again trace their origin 
directly to celestial inspiration: this applies to the Kagyüdpas as a whole, though subsequently 
this Order, once accounted a single gyüd, has given rise to many separate initiatory lines each 
of which now counts as a gyüd in its own right. The story of one Nyingmapa gyüd that arose in 
our own time will best illustrate the way these things are apt to happen. 

Many years ago in the city of Lhasa a woman from Western Tibet used to go round with 
her daughter chanting certain sacred sentences in a very beautiful voice. By dint of this daily 
invocation the daughter became strongly drawn towards the contemplative life, so she decided 
to retire into a cave that had once belonged to Padma Sambhava aforementioned, the founder 
of the Nyingmapa Order. There she spent many years in silent meditation until gradually, no 
one quite knows how, disciples began to gather round asking for her doctrine till quite a little 
community of cave-dwelling hermits grew up there. Soon pious hangers-on from the city, some 
of them belonging to the high nobility, found their way to the place, bringing their offerings; 
if they could not face that life themselves, at least they could participate in this indirect way. 
Eventually the fame of the Precious Reverend Mother, as she came to be known (“functional’ 
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names are always preferred to personal ones in such cases; the people coin these for them-
selves), spread far and wide. This woman Lama lived to close on a hundred, so I was told by 
one of her adherents, teaching the common run of her disciples during the day but reserving 
the night hours for the elite. This case is a typical one; but for the Chinese invasion her chosen 
successor would doubtless now be carrying on the line as Gyüd Lama, bestowing initiation and 
teaching even as he or she had been taught by the sainted foundress of the line. 

Something must now be said about the prevailing ideas among the Red Orders concern-
ing the moral law and its applications, since this too is a most characteristic feature of their 
perspective. Though they accept, like all Buddhists, the idea of “gathering merit” (or avoiding 
demerit), closely connected, as it is, with the idea of karma, concordant action and reaction as 
the determinant of birth, it does not play, in its ordinary form at least, as great a part in their cal-
culations as it does with the Gelugpa, for whom it remains central. All Tantrik followers (from 
tantra = a methodic treatise, one or more of which belong to each gyüd) look on every vice 
as the shadow, as it were, of its corresponding virtue and as a source of power which, though 
it has been misused, should not be so much eliminated as trans-muted into the virtue it is by 
rights. Thus, instead of applying the will, by frontal attack, to the mere repression of the vice 
in question they prefer to look round for a spiritual method whereby the desired transmuta-
tion can be brought about and it is to perseverance in this method, when found, that the will is 
properly to be applied. As it is usually expressed by the Tantrik teachers, the poison itself must 
be converted into Amrita, the Elixir of Immortality. 

It will readily be recognized that this point of view is properly an alchemical one, a fact 
which bears out the generally intellectual nature of the Red-hat perspective; this point of view 
is such as to exclude that sentimentalism, which in proportion as a standpoint becomes exter-
nalized and moralistic, is sure to intrude itself more or less. 

* * * 

The initiatic side of the Tibetan tradition is known as “the Way of the Mantras” (Tibetan: Nga-
ki Lam), to contrast it with Doi Lam, the Way of the Sutras, the canonical Scriptures with their 
commentaries and theoretical treatises generally. The latter is the common appanage of all men 
and the subject-matter of scholastic studies. The Way of the Mantras, on the other hand, is only 
accessible under safeguards because of its essentially practical or “operative” character, which 
might lend itself to abuse. Alchemy of the soul is not a field in which arbitrary experimentalism 
is either safe or desirable. Therefore access to this way requires, as its first condition, regular at-
tachment to an initiatic line (gyüd) in which it is possible to receive instruction from a qualified 
lama who then becomes one’s own Spiritual Master or guru. In order to join the gyüd a postu-
lant’s qualifications must first be considered by the Gyüd--Lama or his representative, who may 
accept or reject the candidate without giving any reasons; rejection does not, however, exclude 
the possibility of renewing the request at a later date. Before the newcomer is ready to become 
a regular disciple of the lama in the fullest sense, he must undergo a preliminary training known 
as “the prelude” (ngün-dro) which chiefly consists of four specified exercises known as the four 
bum from the fact that each exercise has to be repeated one hundred thousand times. This in-
troductory course, apart from its general purpose of conditioning body and mind to the higher 
things to come, can also serve in some sort as a filter against those who are attracted out of 
mere passing fancy, lacking perseverance. Nevertheless once a person has become attached to 
the line by a conferring of the initiatory lung (= authorization) it always remains open to him, 
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however faint-hearted he may have shown himself at the start, to return to the attack by taking 
up his spiritual task where he left off. The effect of any initiatic grace is ineffaceable in itself, 
however it may be received or acted upon. ‘To belong to an initiatic family is to participate, 
whether actively as intended, or else more or less passively, in a stream of spiritual influence 
flowing downwards and onwards from the original source of revelation, through the dynasty of 
lamas, celestial or human, which providentially has been entrusted with its transmission. In a 
sense such a gyüd (the word literally means “lineage”) corresponds, in a specific form, to what 
tradition itself is in a more general and all-inclusive way; an initiatic line is, as it were, a given 
artery through which the traditional spirit flows with peculiar intensity. If the Way of the sutras 
primarily is the vehicle of traditional wisdom in its more general sense, the way of the mantras 
is concerned with the best means of “realizing” that to which the sutras have already drawn 
attention, in other words, with Method. 

Each further step in the initiatic path will require its appropriate lung or wang (wang = 
power or faculty) allowing the exercitant to renew his strength on the completion of one big 
effort and before he faces another. The whole process should be looked upon as one journey, 
whether long or short, punctuated with convenient halting-places which will vary in impor-
tance according to the degrees of knowledge to which they correspond. Such a journey is never 
without its perils, and for its accomplishment it calls for effort well sustained and well directed; 
whatever may happen on the way, the time must finally come when the traveller will be asked 
to stake all he possesses in a single throw for the purpose of gaining the pearl of great price; as 
for the rest, he must be content to rely on his Lama’s grace, as the saying goes. In any case, no 
spiritual journey is ever taken alone, whatever may be the appearances; there is always a down-
flow of grace, but for which no such journeying would either begin or continue. 

The inaugural lung often relates to the use of a book, special to the gyüd concerned, con-
taining all the instructions necessary for the four bum; this book has to be memorized, an 
easy operation for most Tibetans whose education always includes a good deal of learning by 
heart, but difficult for the casual foreigner; for greater ease of memorizing, many of the Tantrik 
treatises are given in verse. Until the lung has been duly conferred it is unlawful to read the 
book or even to turn its pages. Despite this salutary prohibition a certain amount of informa-
tion concerning the contents of these books has reached the West, which can only mean that 
some of those entrusted with this “initiatic secret” have broken their trust, either by handing 
the texts to foreigners or else by divulging details about them: a text like the Tibetan “Book of 
the Dead”, to give one instance, might have been better left unpublished, for taken out of its 
proper context it has only served to feed the curiosity of all kinds of sensation-mongers as well 
as to provide material for the dubious interpretations of profane psychology. This book osten-
sibly concerns two classes of people, namely the dying, for whose express benefit it exists, and 
lamas whose special task it is to attend on the dying and who, in order to perform this office, 
have to receive both an initiation and training in its ritual. There is, however, some authority for 
supposing that this text is also designed to serve as a guide to a methodic process of “initiatic 
death”, as a prelude to “spiritual regeneration”; in which case its profane disclosure, in violation 
of the traditionally imposed conditions, must be regarded as still more undesirable than if it had 
been a question of funeral rites alone. . 

The lung itself, in the case of a book, consists in a reading of the whole work aloud by the 
empowering Lama in the hearing of the disciple. In practice, however, there are various admit-
ted ways of abbreviating the task; even so, such a reading takes a considerable time, so that a 
pause at half time is usual when tea is served and all the participants are allowed to relax. Such 
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a break for tea is also usual in temple services, being typical of the matter-of-fact way in which 
the Tibetans regard all these things. 

The above description, bare as it is, will, it is hoped, have given some inkling into the work-
ings of the initiatic life as lived in Tibet; many parallels can doubtless be found in other tradi-
tions but the Tibetan spirituality possesses, as we have seen, some features of its own. 

Coming back to more general considerations, the chief spiritual means in vogue among 
the Tantrik schools fall roughly under two headings: visualization, and mantra or incantatory 
formula; these methods may either be employed singly or else in combination according to the 
tradition of each particular gyüd. 

Visualization consists, essentially, in the imaginative evocation of various divinities, and the 
Tantrik books are largely taken up with detailed instructions for constructing such and such a 
mandala or circle centered on a given divine aspect, of which the attributes, colors, attendant 
deities, names, etc., together with their symbolic correspondences have to be memorized in 
their proper order and correctly grouped round the presiding figure at the centre. To construct a 
mandala requires a combination of sacred geometry and figurative imagery, and many examples 
exist, beautifully drawn either on scrolls or on the walls of temples, to serve as mnemonic aids 
for those who practice this kind of meditation; one of the most splendid series of such mandalas 
was to be found painted on the wall of the upper cloister of the great temple at Sakya. They are 
also sometimes depicted on the ground, using colored earths and pebbles, in connection with 
certain rites at the termination of which these marvelous symbolic designs will be effaced; one 
could compare them, perhaps, with the sand-paintings of the Navajo Indians of North America. 

Two complementary phases are recognized in the creation of a mandala respectively called 
kyepa (= producing) and dzogpa (= exhausting or perfecting). By drawing the divinities, as it 
were, out of himself and then reabsorbing them in the order described (a process which will be 
repeated as often as the instructing lama thinks fit), the exercitant is led to awareness that “the 
Kingdom of Heaven is within you”, but also that whatever partakes of form, be it even divinely 
informed, is in the last analysis illusory, leaving room only for THAT which has no form, no 
name and no expressible attributes. The above gives a very inadequate picture of the principle 
behind the methods of visualization but at least it affords an inkling of how such methods are 
expected to work. 

With mantra the process is analogous, inasmuch as a mantra represents a sonorous form of 
the divinity, parallel to the visual forms already mentioned. A mantra can consist of a single syl-
lable or name or else it may be formed out of several words which do not always, however, con-
nect up into a sentence that can be logically analyzed, in fact the opposite is more commonly 
the case. For the most part these formulas are of the kind called zung (dharani in Sanskrit) and 
because of their seemingly haphazard character foreign commentators have readily described 
them as “gibberish” only fit to deceive the heathen. In reality, their virtue is in some measure 
bound up with their “non-logical” (not illogical) character, since one of the objects of meditat-
ing on such a formula is to penetrate its meaning without engaging the mind in a ratiocinative 
operation to the detriment of intellection. Discovering the “secret” sense of a zung therefore 
is something comparable with the koan or “spiritual conundrum” of the Zen adepts, in China 
and Japan. 

A mantra can either provide a theme for meditation or else it can be “invoked”, that is to 
say repeated whether aloud or silently and this practice, the Indian japa, is widespread in Ti-
bet; the word used to describe it is deba which literally means the purring of a cat. It has been 
universally recognized that invocation, as a spiritual “support”, is peculiarly suited to the needs 
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of the Dark Age forming the closing phase of a human cycle, when many spiritual means that 
were avail-able in more favored times have become impracticable. Deeper reasons apart, it is 
easy to see that the very simplicity and conciseness of this method, requiring no extraneous ap-
paratus for its exercise, recommends its use in unusually difficult circumstances: a man might 
invoke even in the presence of scoffers and persecutors without their being aware of the fact, 
whereas any other method would attract attention and consequent reprisals. 

Needless to say the concentrated use of mantra is no facile expedient intended for the 
simple-minded (though they too can use it after their own fashion) but on the contrary it de-
mands an intellectual preparation of no small consequence; the element of repetition is merely 
incidental, valuable as this is to ensure both continuity and rhythm. In Tibet, as in other places 
where mantra is methodically used, a lung or initiatic empowerment must precede the use of 
any given formula, otherwise its invocation will remain at best rather ineffective and at worst 
dangerous, because of the irregular emission of the mantra’s inherent power. 

All mantras now in use in Tibet were originally brought from India by the Tantrik initi-
ates of the first centuries following the introduction of Buddhism into the Land of Snows; they 
invariably remain in their Sanskrit form because a mantra, being as it were an ikon composed 
of sound, will not suffer mispronunciation, and still less translation into another language. The 
Indian science of mantra is insistent on this point. However, in practice and by dint of their 
repetition by people unacquainted with the phonetics of Sanskrit, many of the mantras used in 
Tibet have by now parted company with their spelling so that an Indian hearing them would be 
quite shocked by their present rendering on the part of the Tibetans, which to his ears would 
sound truly barbarous! 

In this connection there are some good stories to tell; but before doing so, it should be ex-
plained that Tibetans, as also Hindus, have a happy way of occasionally turning even a hallowed 
rule upside down, just to make sure that peoples’ minds do not get so imprisoned in the rule 
as to render it self-contradictory, which can easily happen where “the spirit of either…or”, so 
ingrained in European minds, is pushed to the point of pedantry. Many stories exist in which 
even highly venerated saints have had the tables turned on them by seemingly inferior or sinful 
people, stories in which, by a paradoxical reversal, the saint has been made to stand for “the 
letter which killeth” and the sinner for “the spirit which saveth”. This ability to laugh at the 
things one venerates, though without losing one’s veneration in the process, provides spiritual 
life with a healthy outlet; but it does not go with a sentimental outlook and this probably ac-
counts for the fact that this kind of humor has rarely found a place here in the West. But now 
for a story: 

It is related of the fifth Dalai Lama, commonly known as the “Great Fifth”, that after he had 
completed his splendid monastery-cum-palace on Potala Hill overlooking the city of Lhasa, he 
often used to sit at his window watching people making their circumambulation of the sacred 
edifice, a pious practice that had continued to our time: the circuit is always taken in a clock-
wise direction as it is considered disrespectful to turn one’s left side towards any eminence or 
building that becomes an object of pilgrimage; it must always be passed on the left, with the 
right side turned towards it. 

One day, while the great pontiff was sitting by his window as usual he perceived a female 
figure of radiant appearance apparently doing the circuit; her attributes were those of the god-
dess Dölma (= Savioress, her Sanskrit name is Tara). Moreover on several successive days the 
same thing happened, so the Dalai Lama instituted an inquiry and found out, to his astonish-
ment, that the divine Mother was not alone in her circumambulation, she was in fact accom-
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panying a poor old man. 
The Dalai Lama ordered the man to be brought before this: “Do you know”, he asked, 

“that each day as you walk round the Potala the Lady Dölma bears you company? Also the air 
above you is filled with propitious signs, rainbows, Banners of Victory, Wheels of the Doctrine, 
flowers and many others. How do you explain this favour you have received?” The old man 
felt far from reassured by the sovereign’s interest in his affairs; indeed this terrified him. All 
he could say was that he had been quite unaware of any of these supernatural manifestations. 
When questioned further he declared, however, that for some forty years it had been his daily 
practice, as taught him by his own spiritual master, to recite the litany of Dölma which he had 
combined with the sacred tour; this was all the light he could throw on the matter, since till 
that moment he had not given it any thought but that of carrying out his teacher’s instructions. 

Filled with admiration at the old man’s piety, the Dalai Lama asked him to recite the litany 
in his presence but was rather taken aback to find that the text, as repeated by this simple soul, 
was full of mistakes; and as for the mantras included in the litany, they were almost unrecog-
nizable. He therefore told the man that he must learn to recite it properly, since it was hardly 
respectful to the goddess thus to distort words composed in her praise. Much abashed at his 
own ignorance the old man promised to do as the Pontiff had directed and hurried home to look 
up the text and memorize it afresh. 

Several days later the Dalai Lama was back at his window whence he perceived the old man 
walking round as usual; but of the goddess there was no sign; and in the sky not a single rainbow 
or flower was to be seen! Hastily word was sent to the old man telling him to recite the litany 
just as he had been accustomed, mistakes and all. The next day Dölma reappeared at his side 
while the air was filled once again with all kinds of resplendent symbols. Then the Dalai Lama 
realized what had been the matter; prior to his interference, well meant as it was, the old man’s 
mind had been absorbed in Dölma to the exclusion of all extraneous attachments, hence the 
sublime realization that was vouchsafed him. 

Another tale couched in the same vein was told me by my friend Rai Bahadur Densapa, 
Sikkim’s distinguished elder statesman; he himself is a mine of traditional lore and one of his 
sisters was married to the Sakya Lama whose spiritual ancestor figures in this story. The said 
lama, whose vast learning earned for him the title of “Sakya Pandita”, was once on his way to 
India, probably for the purpose of collecting books for the library that was one of the glories of 
his abbey, which takes its name of “Sa-kya” (= tawny earth) from the lonely valley where it is 
situated, on a level with the highest summits of the Alps. As he was approaching the frontier of 
Nepal the lama ran into another Tibetan, a dubtob or yogi endowed with supra-normal powers, 
who likewise was bound for India, so they decided to continue the journey together. As they 
walked along the Sakya Pandita asked the dubtob how he managed to gain such remarkable 
powers and the latter said it was thanks to a certain mantra; by dint of its concentrated invo-
cation the powers had developed of their own accord. Whereupon he repeated his mantra to 
the lama. Now, as we said before, that Sakya Lama was a great Sanskritist in whose ear the dis-
torted version of the Sanskrit formula as uttered by his rather rustic companion struck a most 
discordant note, so much so that he could not forebear from saying to the dubtob: “Though 
your mantra has brought you undoubted benefits, I am bound to point out that you are mis-
pronouncing it badly and with a mantra, this simply won’t do. I myself speak Sanskrit fluently, 
so do let me show you the correct way to say the words”. The dubtob, who had no pretentions 
to being a scholar, was only too glad to be coached by his learned companion; after some little 
practice he got the words right to the satisfaction of his instructor, following which the pair of 
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them continued their way towards Nepal. 
Just as they were arriving at the frontier, however, there suddenly appeared before them 

the menacing figure of a gigantic Hindu yogi, his face and body all smeared with ashes, who 
called out in a voice of thunder: “Not a step further! No Buddhists shall pass here! By years 
spent in austerities I have gained irresistible powers; you will defy them at your peril, so go back 
to where you came from”. Stung by his words the dubtob answered: “I am sure my own powers 
are greater than yours. I accept your challenge! Let each of us do what he can, we will soon see 
which of us is the stronger”. “Before we two engage in such a contest” said the Hindu, “let it 
be laid down as a prior condition that whichever of us comes out victorious, his defeated op-
ponent will become his disciple and follow his doctrine”. “Agreed” said the dubtob, “now show 
me what you can do”, the words were hardly out of his mouth before the Hindu soared up into 
the air above his head: “Now bring me down if you can” he shouted “or else confess yourself 
defeated!” “Yes, bring down this insolent fellow” said the Sakya Lama, “This is the time to use 
the power of your mantra to good effect”. 

Thus encouraged, the dubtob paused for a moment to concentrate his mind and then pro-
nounced the words of the mantra with meticulous correctness, once, twice, thrice… but noth-
ing happened: the Hindu remained poised in the air. “This has never happened to me before” 
murmured the dubtob, “what ever can be amiss?” The Hindu yogi burst out laughing: “What 
are you hesitating about?” he cried, “say you are beaten and recognize my mastery!” This gibe, 
however, was too much for the dubtob’s patience: “My mantra has never, failed me yet” he 
bellowed “and this time you shall feel its power”; but in his excitement he forgot all about 
his recent lesson in Sanskrit—his old habits reasserted themselves causing him to revert to the 
mantra’s Tibetanized form, distorted as this was: the Hindu dropped like a stone at his feet, 
begging for mercy! “Now take me for your disciple”, he said, “for I take refuge in the Triple 
Gem and from henceforth I become a follower of the Middle Way. Teach me, oh my master, 
how to follow it faithfully, till the goal of Enlightenment be reached”.3 

As for the Sakya Pandita, history does not record how he took this unexpected outcome of 
his scholarly advice: the reader must be left to draw his own conclusions on the subject! 

It now remains for us to consider one last example of a spiritual method, one which is 
akin to Invocation by reason of its repetitive character but in which neither words, nor even 
thoughts, need play a part, its essential instrument being the body alone, so much so as almost 
to justify one’s coining the term “Somatic Invocation” in order to describe it. It consists in car-
rying out a sacred circumambulation or even an extended pilgrimage by successive prostrations; 
that is to say the exercitant measures his length all along the route chosen, making a mark 
where his head touches the ground each time he prostrates himself, on which mark he takes up 
his stance before proceeding to repeat the gesture.4 This practice by its obviously exceptional 

3 Somewhat similar stories occur in Hinduism; but needless to say, there the respective roles are reversed and so is the final 
result. The essential point to grasp in all contests of this type is that whichever way the inter-religious opposition is turned, it is 
still the same truth that emerges. This is an important observation for anyone who is seriously concerned in the now very press-
ing question of inter-religious communication at an “oecumenical” level: the old traditional differences had their raison d’être 
and cannot simply be brushed aside, but this does not mean that one need be imprisoned by them. To respect these differences 
at the level of their own validity is in fact a first condition of any eventual inter-communication of a genuine kind. Orthodoxy 
(not pharisaism) can speak to orthodoxy; neither heterodoxy nor a diluted faith is able to speak effectively to anyone. Contem-
plative intelligence, the “eye of the heart”, can render all forms transparent, including one’s own form; it does not do away with 
those forms—indeed far from it—nor does it encourage, in the name of so-called charity, an attitude of intellectual flabbiness 
as deadly to mutual understanding as it is to faith. 
4 A rough pad of wood and leather is worn when carrying out this practice for any length of time, as an indispensable 
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character, belongs to the category of methods describable as “extraordinary”; it represents a 
special manifestation of the heroic trend in Tibetan spirituality, but otherwise it is not of par-
ticular importance. 

In our time the disciples of the Gyalwa Karmapa, head of an important branch of the Ka-
gyüdpa Order, have shown a certain addiction to this method, carrying it to lengths which may 
well seem to most of us to approach the limit of bodily and nervous endurance. In one case one 
of these disciples, with the approval of the lama, decided to connect the new stupa erected by 
the king of Sikkim on a lovely wooded spur below his residence with the Cathedral of Lhasa, 
the Jo-Khang (from Jowo = Lord), prostrating himself all the way; this passage includes, among 
other ups and downs, the crossing of; the main watershed of the Great Himalayan range! Still 
more remarkable was the pilgrimage undertaken by another disciple of the same lama to the 
sacred mountain of the Kailas, known to Tibetans as “Precious Snow”; the starting-point was 
Lhasa. If to the clockwise circuit of the mountain itself one adds the outward and homeward 
journeys this man will have covered something like three thousand miles in the course of his 
pilgrimage. It is reckoned that for one in training two or three miles per day represents a good 
average, which makes of this journey a matter of about three years’ steady going. 

If some should feel minded to question the spiritual usefulness of this tour de force, the 
answer will be that, apart from any question of “gathering merit” which here is not the point, 
it is quite certain that one who has been through such an experience will never be the same 
man again, as far as his attitude to worldly values is concerned; detachment will almost have 
become second nature for him. Needless to say, this exceptional case has been mentioned, not 
for the sake of any sensational appeal it might have for certain minds—Tibetans them-selves 
never dramatize these things—but because it marks a kind of extreme in the realm of methodic 
self-dedication that is only conceivable in traditional surroundings where the norm of spiritual 
endeavor is consistently high. There is no doubt that the Tibetans, in our time, had a fair claim 
to being considered the most religious people in the world: it is this fact, more than anything, 
which presently has endowed their fate with something like a cosmic significance. 

* * * 

If in the course of this excursion across the Tibetan scene one has been content to think mostly 
in the present tense as if the things here described were still just as one left them twenty-five 
years ago, this is not due to unawareness of what has been happening since in that stricken 
land, or to any facile optimism regarding the ability of its once contented and carefree people to 
withstand the pressure now being put upon them. The mind recoils at imagining that so many 
things vividly present to one’s own recollection are already of the past, harried out of existence 
under the dreadful system which is being imposed, with fanatical meticulousness, upon the 
defenseless inhabitants of the snow-girt plateau. 

It would not be in keeping with the purpose of this essay to spend time in analyzing the 
catastrophic political events affecting the Tibetan world during the last few years; the above 
summary allusion is simply by way of rounding off a chapter. There is, however, one question 
sure to crop up in the minds of readers, namely whether despite the systematic repression of 
their religion the Tibetans have had to suffer, something of the Buddhist spirit may not still be 
preserved under the surface of their now nominally secularist society. May it not even be, as 

protection for the hands. 
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some will ask, that ensconced in remote corners of the mountains a saint or two will still be 
meditating in unruffled calm for the benefit of creatures, subsisting, as such people are able to 
do, on a minimal amount of nourishment periodically brought to him in secrecy by some de-
voted person as in past years, All this is possible, over and above the fact that it is not easy to 
eradicate the piety rooted traditionally in the consciousness of a whole people, even when dis-
posing for this hellish purpose of the many and novel resources available to the modern State, 
resources which the worst of ancient persecutors did not even dream of. 

All one can say, in answer to the above questions, is that no information is actually avail-
able, or likely to become so at an early date; one can only speculate on the basis of human 
probabilities, hoping against hope that the still fertile seed of the Dharma may be lying here 
and there unnoticed waiting for a turn of events that will allow it to germinate afresh. For if 
the fatality of impermanence, as the Buddha has taught, attaches to all things in existence, be it 
even those we deem most irreplaceable and holy, it is a grave error to forget the no less certain 
fatality affecting things that are evil and destructive: looking around the world today one is 
sometimes tempted to forget the latter aspect of a truth that cuts both ways and it is as much 
an entanglement for the mind to dwell exclusively on the one alternative as on the other: hope, 
as well as faith and love, lies where these twin aspects meet. 

Returning to Tibet: we must not forget either those lamas among the refugees in India and 
the Himalayan border kingdoms who are still in a position to impart the traditional teachings, 
wisdom and method together; they include some eminent names, mostly from the region of 
Kham in what was nominally Chinese territory, where in our time many of the greatest masters 
were to be found. Let it not be said that these lamas should have stayed behind to share the 
fate of their immediate flocks; many did so, while others who as persons certainly did not lack 
the virtue of fortitude considered it their duty to conserve, given an opportunity to do so, the 
knowledge entrusted to them by their predecessors in the line of initiation. Christ said when 
sending out his first disciples to preach the Gospel: “when they persecute you in one city, flee 
ye into another”; it will always be a matter of spiritual judgment when to opt for the crown of 
martyrdom or when to avoid it for the sake of carrying on a task laid upon one by the Divine 
hand. Often one is given no choice over this matter, while sometimes the decision is left to 
oneself, in which case it is not for outsiders to prejudge it. All one can say now on the subject is 
that some eminent Masters are still carrying on with their spiritual task outside the borders of 
Tibet and this fact, for the outside world, must be accounted an advantage. 

It is for time to show what the outcome of the Tibetan diaspora will be. Meanwhile one 
can only ask for the prayers of all men of good heart, on behalf of those who have had to stay 
behind in what, till recently, was in all senses the most religious-orientated country in the world 
and also perhaps the happiest. 
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“A Figure of Speech, or a Figure of 
Thought?”1(Part 2) 

by  
Ananda K. Coomaraswamy  

WE can now, perhaps, consider, with less danger of misunderstanding, Plato’s longest passage 
on inspiration. “It is a divine power that moves” (Gr. theia de dynamis, hē … kinei)”2 even the 
rhapsodist or literary critic, insofar as he speaks well, though he is only the exponent of an ex-
ponent. The original maker and exponent, if he is to be an imitator of realities and not of mere 
appearances, “is God-indwelt and possessed (Gr. entheos, katechomenos)…an airy, winged and 
sacred substance (Gr. hieron, Skr. brahma-) unable ever to indite until he has been born again 
of the God within him (Gr. prin an entheos te genētai)3 and is out of his own wits (Gr. ekphrōn), 
and his own mind (Gr. nous) is no longer in him;4 for every man, so long as he retains that prop-
erty is powerless to make (Gr. poiein) or to incant (Gr. chrēsmōdein, Skr. mantrakṛ ).…The men 
whom he dements God uses as his ministers (Gr. hypēretai)... but it is the God5 himself (Gr. 
ho theos autos) that speaks, and through them enlightens (Gr. pthenzetai) us.... The makers are 
but His exponents (Gr. hermēnēs) according to the way in which they are possessed.”6 It is only 
when he returns to himself from what is really a sacrificial operation that the maker exercises 
his own powers of judgment; and then primarily to “try the spirits, whether they be of God,” 
and secondarily to try his work whether it agrees with the vision or audition. 

The most immediately significant point that emerges from this profound analysis of the 
nature of inspiration is that of the artist’s priestly or ministerial function. The original intention 
of intelligible forms was not to entertain us, but literally to “re-mind” us. The chant is not for 
the approval of the ear,7 nor the picture for that of the eye (although these senses can be taught 

1 Editor’s Note: This version of the text has been updated since its initial publication in Studies to include some changes 
indicated by the author, as well as some editorial corrections. 
2 Ion 533E. For the passage on inspiration, see Ion 533D-–536D. Plato’s doctrine of inspiration is not “mechanical” but “dy-
namic”; in a later theology it became a matter for debate in which of these two ways the Spirit actuates the interpreter. 
3 Ion 533E, 534B. Gignomai here is used in the radical sense of “coming into a new state of being.” Cf. Phaedrus 279B, kalō 
genesthai tandothen , “May I be born in beauty inwardly,” i.e., born of the immanent deity (d’ en hēmīn theiō, Timaeus 90D), 
authentic and divine beauty (auto to theion kalon, Symposium 211E). The New Testament equivalents are “in the Spirit” and 
“born again of the Spirit.” 
4 Ion 534B. “The madness that comes of God is superior to the sanity which is of human origin” (Phaedrus 244D, 245A). Cf. 
Timaeus 71D-72B, Laws 719C; and MU VI.34.7, “When one attains to mindlessness, that is the last step.” The subject needs 
a longer explanation; briefly, the supralogical is superior to the logical, the logical to the illogical. 
5 “The God” is the Immanent Spirit, Daimon, Eros. “He is a maker (Gr. poiētēs) so really wise (Gr. sophos) that he is the 
cause of making in others” (Symposium 196E). The voice is “enigmatic” (Timaeus 72B, and poetry, therefore, “naturally enig-
matic” (Alcibiades II 147B), so that in “revelation” (scripture, Skr. śruti, “what was heard”) we see “through a glass darkly” 
(en ainigmati, I Cor. 13:12). Because divination is of a Truth that cannot (with human faculties) be seen directly (Skr. sākṣāt), 
the soothsayer must speak in symbols (whether verbal or visual), which are reflections of the Truth; it is for us to understand 
and use the symbols as supports of contemplation and with a view to “recollection.” It is because the symbols are things seen 
“through a glass” that contemplation is “speculation.” 
6 See Ion 534, 535. Related passages have been cited in notes 82-84, above. The last words refer the diversity of the gifts of 
the spirit; see I. Cor.12:4-11. 
7 “What we call ‘chants’…are evidently in reality ‘incantations’ seriously designated to produce in souls that harmony of 
which we have been speaking” (Laws 659E; cf. 665C, 656E, 660B, 668-669, 812C, Republic 399, 424). Such incantations are 
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to approve the splendor of truth, and can be trusted when they have been trained), but to ef-
fect such a transformation of our being as is the purpose of all ritual acts. It is, in fact, the ritual 
arts that are the most “artistic,” because the most “correct,” as they must be if they are to be 
effectual. 

The heavens declare the glory of God: their interpretation in science or art—and ars sine 
scientia nihil [art without science is nothing - Ed. trans.]—is not in order to flatter or merely 
“interest” us, but “in order that we may follow up the intellections and revolutions of the All, 
not those revolutions that are in our own heads and were distorted at our birth, but correcting 
(Gr. eksorthounta) these by studying the harmonies and revolutions of the All: so that by an as-
similation of the knower to the to-be-known (Gr. tō katanooumenō to katanooun eksomoiōsai)8, 
the archetypal Nature, and coming to be in that likeness,9 we may attain at last to a part in that 
‘life’s best’ that has been appointed by the gods to men for this time being and hereafter.”10 

This is what is spoken of in India as a “metrical self-integration” (candobhir ātmānaṃ 
saṃskaraṇa), or “edification of another man” (anyam ātmānaṃ), to be achieved by an imi-
tation (anukaraṇa) of the divine forms (daivyāni śilpāni ).11 The final reference to a good to 
be realized here and hereafter brings us back again to the “wholesomeness” of art, defined in 
terms of its simultaneous application to practical necessities and spiritual meanings, back to 
that fulfillment of the needs of the body and soul together that is characteristic of the arts of 
the uncivilized peoples and the “folk,” but foreign to our industrial life. For in that life the arts 
are either for use or for pleasure, but are never spiritually significant and very rarely intelligible. 

Such an application of the arts as Plato prescribes for his City of God, arts that as he says 
“will care for the bodies and the souls of your citizens,”12 survives for so long as forms and sym-
bols are employed to express a meaning, for so long as “ornament” means “equipment,”13 and 
until what were originally imitations of the reality, not the appearance, of things become (as 
they were already rapidly becoming in Plato’s time) merely “art forms, more and more emptied 
of significance on their way down to us”14—no longer figures of thought, but only figures of 

called mantras in Sanskrit. 
8 Timaeus 90D. The whole purpose of contemplation and yoga is to reach that state of being in which there is no longer any 
distinction of knower from known, or being from knowing. It is just from this point of view that while all the arts are imitative, 
it matters so much what is imitated, a reality or an effect, for we become like what we think most about. “One comes to be of 
just such stuff as that on which the mind is set” (MU VI.34). 
9 “To become like God (homoiōsis theō), so far as that is possible, is to ‘escape’“ (Theatetus 176B; phygē [flight] here = lysis 
[release] = Skr. mokṣa). “But we all, with open face beholding as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image 
... looking not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen…the things which ... are eternal” (II Cor. 3:18, 
4:18). “This likeness begins now again to be formed in us” (St. Augustine, De spiritu et littera 37). Cf. Coomaraswamy, “The 
Traditional Conception of Ideal Portraiture,” in Why Exhibit Works of Art?, 1943. 
10 Timaeus 90D. 
11 AB VI.27. 
12 Republic 409-410. 
13  See Coomaraswamy, “Ornament” [Chapter III below - Ed.]. 
14 Walter Andrae, Die ionische Säule (Berlin, 1933), p. 65 [see Chapter XVIII below —Ed.]. The same scholar writes, with 
reference to pottery, especially that of the Stone Age and with reference to Assyrian glazing, “Ceramic art in the service of 
Wisdom, the wisdom that activates knowledge to the level of the spiritual, indeed the divine, as science does to earthbound 
things of all kinds. Service is here a voluntary, entirely self-sacrificing and entirely conscious dedication of the personality ... as 
it is and should be in true divine worship. Only this service is worthy of art, of ceramic art. To make the primordial truth intel-
ligible, to make the unheard audible, to enunciate the primordial word, to illustrate the primordial image —such is the task 
of art, or it is not art.” (“Keramik im Dienste der Weisheit,” Berichte der deutschen keramischen Gesellschaft, XVII:12 [1936], 
623.) Cf. Timaeus 28AB. 
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speech. 
We have so far made use of Oriental sources only incidentally, and chiefly to remind 

ourselves that the true philosophy of art is always and everywhere the same. But since we are 
dealing with the distinction between the arts of flattery and those of ministration, we propose 
to refer briefly to some of the Indian texts in which the “whole end of the expressive faculty” 
is discussed. This natural faculty is that of the “Voice”: not the audibly spoken word, but the 
opyavov [means] by which a concept is communicated. The relation of this maternal Voice to 
the paternal Intellect is that of our feminine “nature” to our masculine “essence”; their begot-
ten child is the Logos of theology and the spoken myth of anthropology. The work of art is 
expressly the artist’s child, the child of both his natures, human and divine: stillborn if he has 
not at his command the art of delivery (rhetoric), a bastard if the Voice has been seduced, but 
a valid concept if born in lawful marriage. 

The Voice is at once the daughter, bride, messenger, and instrument of the Intellect.15 Pos-
sessed of him, the immanent deity, she brings forth his image (reflection, imitation, similitude, 
pratirūpa, child).16 She is the power and the glory,17 without whom the Sacrifice itself could 
not proceed.18 But if he, the divine Intellect, Brahmā or Prajāpati, “does not precede and direct 
her, then it is only a gibberish in which she expresses herself.”19 Translated into the terms of the 
art of government, this means that if the Regnum acts on its own initiative, unadvised by the 
Sacerdotium, it will not be Law, but only regulations that it promulgates. 

The conflict of Apollo with Marsyas the Satyr, to which Plato alludes,20 is the same as that 
of Prajāpati (the Progenitor) with Death,21 and the same as the contention of the Gandharvas, 
the gods of Love and Science, with the mundane deities, the sense powers, for the hand of the 
Voice, the Mother of the Word, the wife of the Sacerdotium.22 This is, in fact, the debate of 
the Sacerdotium and the Regnum with which we are most familiar in terms of an opposition of 
sacred and profane, eternal and secular, an opposition that must be present wherever the needs 
of the soul and the body are not satisfied together. 

Now what was chanted and enacted by the Progenitor in his sacrificial contest with 
Death was “calculated” (saṃkhyānam)23 and “immortal,” and what by Death “uncalculated” 

15 ŚB VIII.1.2.8; AB V.23; TS II.5.11.5; JUB I. 33.4 (karoty eva vācā ... gamayati manasā). Vāc is the Muse, and as the Muses 
are the daughters of Zeus, so is Vāc the daughter of the Progenitor, of Intellect (Manas, nous)—i.e., intellectus vel spiritus [intel-
lect or spirit – Ed. trans.], “the habit of First Principles.” As Sarasvatī she bears the lute and is seated on the Sunbird as vehicle. 
16 “This the ‘Beatitude’ (ānanda) of Brahmā, that by means of Intellect (Manas, nous), his highest form, he betakes himself 
to ‘the Woman’ (Vāc); a son like himself is born of her” (BU IV.1.6). The son is Agni, bṛhad uktha, the Logos. 
17 RV X.31.2 (śreyāṇsaṃ dakṣaṃ manasā jagṛbhyāt); BD II.84. The governing authority is always masculine, the power 
feminine. 
18 AB V.33, etc. Śrī as brahmavādinī is “Theologia.” 
19 ŚB III.2.4.11; cf. “the Asura’s gibberish” (ŚB III.2.1.23). It is because of the dual possibility of an application of the Voice to 
the statement of truth or falsehood that she is called the “double-faced”—i.e., “two-tongued” (ŚB III.2.4.16). These two pos-
sibilities correspond to Plato’s distinction of the Uranian from the Pandemic (Pandēmos) and disordered (ataktos) Aphrodite, 
one the mother of the Uranian or Cosmic Eros, the other, the “Queen of Various Song” (Polymnia) and mother of the Pandemic 
Eros (Symposium 180DE, 187E, Laws 840E). 
20 Republic 399E. 
21  JB II.69, 70, and 73. 
22  ŚB III.2.4.1–6 and 16–22; cf. III.2 1.19–23. 
23 Saṃkhyānam is “reckoning” or “calculation” and corresponds in more senses than one to Plato’s logismos. We have seen 
that accuracy (Gr. orthotēs, Latin integritas) is the first requirement for good art, and that this amounts to saying that art is es-
sentially iconography, to be distinguished by its logic from merely emotional and instinctive expression. It is precisely the preci-
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and “mortal”; and that deadly music played by Death is now our secular art of the “parlor” 
(patnīśālā), “whatever people sing to the harp, or dance, or do to please themselves (vṛthā),” or 
even more literally, “do heretically,” for the words “vṛthā” and “heresy” derive from a common 
root that means to “choose for oneself,” to “know what one likes and to grasp at it.” Death’s 
informal and irregular music is disintegrating. On the other hand, the Progenitor “puts himself 
together,” composes or synthesizes himself, “by means of the meters”; the Sacrificer “perfects 
himself so as to be metrically constituted,”24 and makes of the measures the wings of his ascen-
sion.25 The distinctions made here between a quickening art and one that adds to the sum of 
our mortality are those that underlie Plato’s katharsis and all true puritanism and fastidiousness. 
There is no disparagement of the Voice (Sophia) herself, or of music or dancing or any other 
art as such. Whatever disparagement there is, is not of the instrument; there can be no good 
use without art. 

The contest of the Gandharvas, the high gods of Love and Music (in Plato’s broad sense of 
that word), is with the unregenerate powers of the soul, whose natural inclination is the pursuit 
of pleasures. What the Gandharvas offer to the Voice is their sacred science, the thesis of their 
incantation; what the mundane deities offer is “to please her.” The Gandharvas’ is a holy con-
versation (brahmodaya), that of the mundane deities an appetizing colloquy (prakāmodaya). 
Only too often the Voice, the expressive power, is seduced by the mundane deities to lend 
herself to the representation of whatever may best please them and be most flattering to herself; 
and it is when she thus prefers the pleasant falsehoods to the splendor of the sometimes bitter 
truth that the high gods have to fear lest she in turn seduce their legitimate spokesman, the 
Sacrificer himself; to fear, that is to say, a secularization of the sacred symbols and the hieratic 
language, the depletion of meaning that we are only too familiar with in the history of art, as 
it descends from formality to figuration, just as language develops from an original precision to 
what are ultimately hardly more than blurred emotive values. 

It was not for this, as Plato said, that powers of vision and hearing are ours. In language as 
nearly as may be identical with his, and in terms of the universal philosophy wherever we find 

sion of “classical” and “canonical” art that modern feeling most resents; we demand organic forms adapted to an “in-feeling” 
(Einfühlung) rather than the measured forms that require “in-sight” (Einsehen). 

A good example of this can be cited in Lars-Ivar Ringbom’s “Entstehung und Entwicklung der Spiralornamentik,” in 
Acta Archaeologica, IV (1933), 151-200. Ringbom demonstrates first the extraordinary perfection of early spiral ornament and 
shows how even its most complicated forms must have been produced with the aid of simple tools. But he resents this “mea-
sured” perfection, as of something “known and deliberately made, the work of the intellect rather than a psychic expression” 
(“sie ist bewusst and willkürlich gemacht, mehr Verstandesarbeit als seelischer Ausdruck”) and admires the later “forms of 
freer growth, approximating more to those of Nature.” These organic (“organisch-gewaehsen”) forms are the “psychological 
expression of man’s instinctive powers, that drive him more and more to representation and figuration.” Ringbom could hardly 
have better described the kind of art that Plato would have called unworthy of free men; the free man is not “driven by forces 
of instinct.” What Plato admired was precisely not the organic and figurative art that was coming into fashion in his time, but 
the formal and canonical art of Egypt that remained constant for what he thought had been ten thousand years, for there it 
had been possible “for those modes that are by nature correct to be canonized and held forever sacred” (Laws 656—657; cf. 
798AB, 799A). There “art …was not for the delectation…of the senses” (Earl Baldwin Smith, Egyptian Architecture, New 
York, 1938, p.27). 
24 AĀ III.2.6, sa candobhir ātmānam samādadhāt; AB VI.27, candomayam … ātmānaṃ saṃskurute. 
25 For what Plato means by wings, see Phaedrus 246-256 and Ion 534B. “It is as a bird that the Sacrificer reaches the world 
of heaven” (PB V.3.5). Phaedrus 247BC corresponds to PB XIV.1.12-13, “Those who reach the top of the great tree, how do 
they fare thereafter? Those who have wings fly forth, those that are wingless fall down”; the former are the “wise,” the latter 
the “foolish” (cf. Phaedrus 249C, “It is only the philosopher’s discriminating mind that is winged”). For the Gandharva (Eros) 
as a winged “maker” and as such the archetype of human poets, see RV X.177.2 and JUB III.36. For “metrical wings,” see PB 
X.4.5 and PB XIX.11.8; JUB III.13.10; AV VIII.9.12. The meters are “birds” (TS VI.1.6.1; PB XIX.11.8). 

86 

http:VIII.9.12
http:III.13.10


Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #2 (Spring 1972)  

it, the Indian texts define the “whole end of the Voice” (krtsnaṃ vāgārtham). We have already 
called the voice an “organ,” to be taken in the musical as well as the organic sense. It is very 
evidently not the reason of an organ to play of itself, but to be played upon, just as it is not for 
the clay to determine the form of the vessel, but to receive it. 

“Now there is this divine harp: the human harp is in its likeness…and just as the harp struck 
by a skilled player fulfills the whole reason of the harp, so the Voice moved by a skilled speaker 
fulfills its whole reason.”26 “Skill in any performance is a yoking, as of steeds together,”27 or, in 
other words, implies a marriage of the master and the means. The product of the marriage of 
the player, Intellect, with the instrument, the Voice, is Truth (satyam) or Science (vidyā),28 not 
that approximate, hypothetical, and statistical truth that we refer to as science, but philosophy 
in Plato’s sense,29 and that “meaning of the Vedas” by which, if we understand it, “all good” 
(sakalam bhadram) is attainable, here and hereafter.30 

The raison d’être of the Voice is to incarnate in a communicable form the concept of 
Truth; the formal beauty of the precise expression is that of the splendor veritatis [splendor of 
truth – Ed. trans]. The player and the instrument are both essential here. We, in our somatic 
individuality, are the instrument, of which the “strings” or “senses” are to be regulated, so as 
to be neither slack nor overstrained; we are the organ, the inorganic God within us the organ-
ist. We are the organism, He its energy. It is not for us to play our own tunes, but to sing His 
songs, who is both the Person in the Sun (Apollo) and our own Person (as distinguished from 
our “personality”). When “those who sing here to the harp sing Him,”31 then all desires are at-
tainable, here and hereafter. 

There is, then, a distinction to be drawn between a significant (padārthābhinaya) and lib-
erating (vimuktida) art, the art of those who in their performances are celebrating God, the 
Golden Person, in both His natures, immanent and transcendent, and the in-significant art that 
is “colored by worldly passion” (lokānurañjaka) and “dependent on the moods” (bhāvāśraya). 
The former is the “highway” (mārga, Gr. hodos) art that leads directly to the end of the road, 
the latter a “pagan” (deśī, Gr. hagrios) and eccentric art that wanders off in all directions, imitat-
ing anything and everything.32 

If now the orthodox doctrines reported by Plato and the East are not convincing, this is be-
cause our sentimental generation, in which the power of the intellect has been so perverted by 
the power of observation that we can no longer distinguish the reality from the phenomenon, 
the Person in the Sun from his sightly body, or the uncreated from electric light, will not be 
persuaded “though one rose from the dead.” Yet I hope to have shown, in a way that may be 

26  ŚA VIII.10. 
27 BG II.50, yogaḥ karmasu kauśalam. If yoga is also the “renunciation” (saṃnyāsa) of works (BG V.1and VI.2), this is only 
another way of saying the same thing, since this renunciation is essentially the abandonment of the notion “I am the doer” and 
a reference of the works to their real author whose skill is infallible: “The Father that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works” 
(John 14:10). 
28  ŚA VII.5 and 7; cf. Phaedo 61AB. 
29 What is meant by vidyā as opposed to avidyā is explicit in Phaedrus 247C-E, “All true knowledge is concerned with what 
is colorless, formless and intangible (Skr. avarṇa, arūpa, agrahya)” “not such knowledge as has a beginning and varies as it is 
associated with one or another of the things that we now call realities, but that which is really real (Skr. satyasya satyam).” Cf. 
CU vii.16.1 and 17.1, with commentary; also Philebus 58A. 
30  ŚA XIV.2. 
31  CU I.7.6–7. Cf. Coomaraswamy, “The Sun-kiss,” 1940, p. 49, n. 11. 
32  For all the statements in this paragraph, see CU I.6–9; Sāhitya Darpaṇa I.4–6; and Daśarūpa I.12–14. 
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ignored but cannot be refuted, that our use of the term “aesthetic” forbids us also to speak of 
art as pertaining to the “higher things of life” or the immortal part of us; that the distinction of 
“fine” from “applied” art, and corresponding manufacture of art in studios and artless industry 
in factories, takes it for granted that neither the artist nor the artisan shall be a whole man; that 
our freedom to work or starve is not a responsible freedom but only a legal fiction that conceals 
an actual servitude; that our hankering after a leisure state, or state of pleasure, to be attained 
by a multiplication of labor-saving devices, is born of the fact that most of us are doing forced 
labor, working at jobs to which we could never have been “called” by any other master than the 
salesman; that the very few, the happy few of us whose work is a vocation, and whose status 
is relatively secure, like nothing better than our work and can hardly be dragged away from it; 
that our division of labor, Plato’s “fractioning of human faculty,” makes the workman a part 
of the machine, unable ever to make or to co-operate responsibly in the making of any whole 
thing; that in the last analysis the so-called “emancipation of the artist”33 is nothing but his final 
release from any obligation whatever to the God within him, and his opportunity to imitate 
himself or any other common clay at its worst; that all willful self-expression is autoerotic, 
narcissistic, and satanic, and the more its essentially paranoiac quality develops, suicidal; that 
while our invention of innumerable conveniences has made our unnatural manner of living in 
great cities so endurable that we cannot imagine what it would be like to do without them, yet 
the fact remains that not even the multimillionaire is rich enough to commission such works of 
art as are preserved in our museums but were originally made for men of relatively moderate 
means or, under the patronage of the church, for God and all men, and the fact remains that 
the multimillionaire can no longer send to the ends of the earth for the products of other courts 
or the humbler works of the folk, for all these things have been destroyed and their makers 
reduced to being the providers of raw materials for our factories, wherever our civilizing influ-
ence has been felt; and so, in short, that while the operation that we call a “progress” has been 
very successful, man the patient has succumbed. 

Let us, then, admit that the greater part of what is taught in the fine arts departments of our 
universities, all of the psychologies of art, all the obscurities of modern aesthetics, are only so 
much verbiage, only a kind of defense that stands in the way of our understanding of the whole-
some art, at the same time iconographically true and practically useful, that was once to be had 
in the marketplace or from any good artist; and that whereas the rhetoric that cares for nothing 
but the truth is the rule and method of the intellectual arts, our aesthetic is nothing but a false 
rhetoric, and a flattery of human weakness by which we can account only for the arts that have 
no other purpose than to please. 

The whole intention of our own art may be aesthetic, and we may wish to have it so. But 
however this may be, we also pretend to a scientific and objective discipline of the history and 
appreciation of art, in which we take account not only of contemporary or very recent art but 
also of the whole of art from the beginning until now. It is in this arena that I shall throw down 
a minimum challenge: I put it to you that it is not by our aesthetic, but only by their rhetoric, 
that we can hope to understand and interpret the arts of other peoples and other ages than our 
own. I put it to you that our present university courses in this field embody a pathetic fallacy, 
and are anything but scientific in any sense. 

And now, finally, in case you should complain that I have been drawing upon very anti-

33  See John D. Wild, Plato’s Theory of Man (Cambridge, Mass., 1946), p. 84. 
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quated sources (and what else could I do, seeing that we are all “so young” and “do not possess 
a single belief that is ancient and derived from old tradition, nor yet one science that is hoary 
with age”34) let me conclude with a very modern echo of this ancient wisdom, and say with 
Thomas Mann that “I like to think—yes, I feel sure—that a future is coming in which we shall 
condemn as black magic, as the brainless, irresponsible product of instinct, all art which is not 
controlled by the intellect.”35 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Dost thou not know that the light of the sun is the reflection of the Sun beyond 
the veil? 

Rumi 

34 Timaeus 22BC. 
35  In The Nation (December 10, 1933). Cf. Socrates’ dictum at the head of this chapter. 
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Jodo Buddhism in the Light of Zen  
by  

Shojun Bando  

IT is often said that Mahāyāna Buddhism is represented by Zen and Jodo (Pure Land), but how 
are they related to one another? I think it a deplorable fact that Jodo Buddhism has long been 
misunderstood by many people as being something little different from Christianity. As all seri-
ous students know, Buddhism is based on the teaching of anattā (non-self ) or sūnyatā (non-
substantiality), in other words, pratityasamutpāda (dependent origination). As far as this basic 
character is concerned, Zen and Jodo are equally in the line of authentic Buddhist tradition. The 
problem here amounts to this: What is the difference between these two streams of Buddhism? 

As a man who has been brought up, consciously or unconsciously, in the Buddhist tradition 
in Japan, I think I might be allowed to express humble views on this point. 

In this connection, I should like to describe the character of Jodo Buddhism in contrast with 
the Zen way of attaining the Buddhist principle, sūnyatā. 

First of all, let me express my view about Mahāyāna and Theravada. As far as the essential 
doctrines are concerned, Mahāyāna is not different from Theravada. The one cannot exist apart 
from the other. The two are inseparable. Both are based on the principle of sūnyatā. Mahāyāna 
does not stand outside Theravada, but it embraces Theravada in its fold. This fact can easily be 
grasped if you read some passages from any of the Mahāyāna canons. Therein you will find how 
marvelously the Theravada teachings are interfused with the Mahāyāna teachings and how they 
are harmoniously uplifted to the universal level of expression. I think that what made Bud-
dhism outgrow the boundaries of India and vindicated to human history the unquestionable 
validity and universality of the Dharma, was nothing but the subtle difference of expression 
between Mahāyāna and Theravada. Unlike Hinduism, by going beyond the boundary of India 
and by being assimilated into the totally different minds of the Chinese and Japanese, Buddhism 
proved the universality of its teaching. This can be compared with the acceptance of Christi-
anity by the Roman Empire. But in the case of the assimilation of Buddhism into the Chinese 
mind, we witness no bloodthirsty proselytizing activities on the part of Indian Buddhists but 
only an overwhelming eagerness for receiving Buddhism on the part of the Chinese. On the 
other hand, Mahāyāna sūtras in the past gave rise to innumerable commentaries on them. This 
fact shows not only the history of dynamic progress of Buddhism and the assiduous endeavor 
of assimilation on the part of non-Indian peoples, but also the universal appeal of Buddhism 
to the depth of human spirituality. The history of incessant production of great numbers of 
commentaries (sāstras) is the history of people who accepted and responded to the teachings 
expounded in the Mahāyāna sūtras. No teaching is alive where there is no one who is taught. 
It seems that the depth of the teaching is revealed to us by the depth of the understanding on 
the part of those who have been edified. It is the fruit that shows the nature of the tree. The 
history of Mahāyāna Buddhism may be said to be the history of how men have been taught and 
edified by the Dharma. 

Perhaps one could describe the fundamental character of Mahāyāna Buddhism by saying 
that it always aimed at the deliverance of those who are excluded and rejected by the strict 
monasticism of the Theravada teachings. Its constant stress has always been put on universal 
deliverance. 

Those who were excluded from the formal teachings were always a subject for grave con-
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cern in Mahāyāna Buddhism. Its principle is: “I am not yet completely delivered so long as there 
is anyone else yet to be delivered”. In the Vimalakīrti-nirdesa-sūtra, Vimalakīrti, a lay Buddhist, 
declares: “A Bodhisattva is ill because all sentient beings are ill”. The Mahāyāna can be said to 
be based upon a Bodhisattva spirit such as this. 

The term Jodo is a translation of the Sanskrit, sukhāvati, a blissful land, and it points ulti-
mately to the world of the Uncreated (asamskrta), that is, Nirvāna where selfness is completely 
dissolved. I presume that the practical, realistic Chinese mind accepted the abstract, metaphysi-
cal idea of ‘Nirvāna’ through this concrete, down-to-earth terminology. 

The Chinese expressed ‘Nirvāna’ in terms of ‘the capital of the Uncreated Nirvāna’ or ‘the 
capital of Dharmatā (Suchness)’. ‘Capital’ here means the place where we are expected to re-
turn ultimately. In this term it is clearly suggested that to seek the Way means to seek to return 
to the world of the Uncreated (eternity), the world of Selflessness, from which we departed. 

The practice of Zen is to sit in meditation. In Rinzai Zen to sit in meditation with ‘Ko-an’ 
(literal meaning is “Official Problem”) is taught, while in Soto Zen, just “to sit” inmeditation 
is expounded. The practice of Jodo is to recite the Nembutsu, that is, to think of the Buddha 
of Infinite Light and Eternal Life in the mind, and in practice to recite ‘Namu Amida Butsu’ 
out loud. The Buddha who is called Amida in Japanese means ‘non-measurable’, that is, ‘infi-
nite’, and this term contains both Infinite Light and Eternal Life. Light is the symbol of prajnā 
(wisdom) and Life is the symbol of karunā (compassion). So to say Namu Amida Butsu liter-
ally means ‘I take refuge in the Buddha of Infinite Light and Eternal Life’. The practice of Jodo 
consists only of reciting Nembutsu and nothing else, because Nembutsu is man’s response to 
the call from the realm of Jodo and at the same time the voice of that call itself. Thus faith is 
already there in the reciting act itself. Nembutsu is the crystallization and the most focussed ex-
pression of human religious aspirations produced during the development of Dharma over the 
past twenty-five hundred years. Nembutsu is not only the expression of our praise of Amida’s 
infinite virtues, Wisdom and Compassion, but also the confession of the debased character and 
hopeless incompleteness of our own reality when exposed in the bright light of Amida’s infinite 
truthfulness embodied in His Original Vow. At the same time Nembutsu is the expression of 
our thankfulness to Amida for His all-embracing deliverance unquestionably realized in our 
reciting act itself. In reciting Nembutsu, Shinshu (Shin Buddhism) followers are hearing the call 
of Amida and the summons of Sākyamuni and all Buddhas to the world of Self-less-ness. 

Amida is not a being like a god, or like the Other Being, but essentially he is dharmatā or 
thusness. However, dharmatā is often expressed in terms of a person, an embodiment of the 
Vow to deliver all beings. So the practice of Jodo Buddhists consists in reciting Nembutsu and 
at the same time perceiving its true significance. To understand the true significance of Nem-
butsu, one must go back to the Vow of Dharmakāra Bodhisattva who uttered 48 Vows and 
formed his Pure Land in order to deliver all sentient beings from ego-bondage by receiving them 
into this same Pure Land. The attainment of man’s perfect freedom is symbolically expressed 
as ‘Birth into the Pure Land.’ 

To the Jodo Buddhists, Nembutsu is understood as the call from the side of Amida who 
is bent on the deliverance of all sentient beings while at the same time it is the expression of 
thankfulness to Amida for having been delivered, on the part of the one who recites Nembutsu. 

One must notice that not only in the Jodo canons, but also in most of the Mahāyāna can-
ons, the essential teachings are expressed in highly metaphorical terms. Amida is called Amida 
Tathāgata, which means the One who has come from the world of Tathatā. In Jodo Buddhism 
it is understood that all sentient beings by their self-attachment have put themselves down 
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from the original state which is identified with the Uncreated world. Here one must notice that 
the estrangement is not an estrangement from God but from none other than oneself in one’s 
essential state of Self-less-ness. 

The uneasiness or pain we suffer from this self-ness and our innermost longing to detach 
ourselves from this self-ness and return to the state of Thusness is nothing but the bodhicitta 
(aspiration for Enlightenment) symbolized as Nembutsu. The Nembutsu is, so to speak, a call-
ing from Thusness and at the same time it is the response on the part of sentient beings to this 
calling. Therefore, the Nembutsu is often called ‘the Mind seeking to become the Buddha’ and 
at the same time ‘the Mind seeking to deliver all sentient beings’. These terminologies were 
used by Tan-luan (476-542) of China in his Commentary on Vasubandhu’s (330-400) Treatise 
on the Pure Land and they were handed down to Honen (the founder of Japanese Jodo-shu 
(1133-1212) and Shinran (1173-1262). 

Jodo Buddhists are encouraged to utter the Nembutsu anywhere and at every possible 
time, in walking, standing, sitting or lying down. The merit of Nembutsu lies in the fact that 
it constitutes the highest common factor of all Buddhist practices with samādhi (meditation 
or concentration) for its core and that it is practicable to anybody, young or old, rich or poor, 
man or woman, at any time or any place; it is moreover and above all easy to retain not only as 
a minimum but also as a whole practice. To be caused to call the Nembutsu is understood by 
Jodo-Buddhists as the working of the Vow-power of Amida-Nyorai (Tathagata), that is, their 
own formless, essential Self, or Thusness. This working of the Vow-power of Amida-Nyorai 
expresses itself as a longing to part with selfness and to return to our real self, which is identified 
with the Uncreated, Nirvāna. Therefore, to utter the Nembutsu is an urge for us to return to 
our real Self, to be our primordial self, which is identified with Thusness. Therefore we night 
define Jodo as a movement to return to our real self by means of reciting Nembutsu, whereas 
Zen does so by means of sitting in meditation. In both cases, however, it is important for us to 
know that the object and the means are identical. Reciting Nembutsu is not simply a means of 
attaining salvation or Enlightenment, but also is the actualisation of Amida’s Vow of universal 
deliverance in the reciter; sitting in meditation is not only a means of attaining satori or Enlight-
enment, but is none other than the process of nirvāna being realized in the meditator. Both 
practices have in their essence samādhi or cessation of all intellectualization and subsiding of 
all sensations. We can therefore see the common ground between Zen and Jodo in the practice 
of samādhi. 

Zen Buddhism seems to have found favor with warrior classes or intellectuals, while Jodo 
seems to have appealed to the people at large. Honen’s whole life was spent in making Jodo 
teaching independent of those older schools of Buddhism which regarded Jodo as a by-stream 
of orthodox Buddhism. He declared that although Nembutsu is the easiest way, which can 
be practiced by anyone irrespective of personal ability, as a teaching it is in no wise inferior, 
because it is not based upon man’s contrivance but upon the Buddha’s Vow. In a decadent age 
when man’s eyes of wisdom and legs of practice have deteriorated, the Way of Nembutsu is 
the only means through which all sentient beings can be equally delivered. Shinran, a disciple of 
Honen, pushed this view further and declared that the practice of Nembutsu is not reducible 
to mere repetition since in it there is already contained the faith in the Vow, which is not man’s 
faith but the faith rendered effective by the Great Compassion of Amida Buddha. Shinran de-
scribed this faith as a great faith accorded by “the other power”. The “other power” here means 
the working from the side of our essential being, which is Thusness itself. 

According to the classification made by Nāgārjuna (c. 150-250) of India, Zen belongs to the 
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Difficult Path and Jodo to the Easy Path. But since ancient times it has been said of Jodo that to 
practice is easy but to believe is difficult, indeed nothing is more difficult than this faith of the 
Pure Land, since a man might only too easily think that the “easy” path is cheap and inferior. 
According to the classification made by Tao-cho (562-645) of China, Zen is called the Path of 
the Holy, while Jodo is called the Path of the Pure Land. This may still be true to some extent, 
with the difference that recently most Zen monks have discarded the traditional monasticism 
and celibacy in order to adapt themselves to the conditions of contemporary civilized life. Tra-
ditionally the Path of the Holy was the way of people who renounced the world, and the Way 
of the Pure Land was the way of lay householders who were unable to do so. To cite a Christian 
parallel, Paul remained celibate throughout his life in spite of his defense of authenticity for 
householders while Peter was an ardent expounder of faith as a householder; Honen can be 
compared to Paul and Shinran to Peter, because Honen taught men to lead their lives in this 
world in the following way: “Those who cannot lead the life of Nembutsu without a wife may 
get married. Those who cannot lead the life of Nembutsu without eating meat may eat it”. In 
order to lead the life of this world without being engulfed by it, it was the best way for men to 
be able to lead the life of Nembutsu. However, Honen himself passed his whole life remaining 
celibate and not eating meat, a worthy person who later was properly recognized as a saint. 

On the other hand, Shinran called himself neither priest nor layman, and spent his whole 
life sharing the joy of the Nembutsu with his wife among the illiterate people in country dis-
tricts. 

In Zen it is taught that we get Enlightenment in this life; we are already Buddhas. The only 
thing we have to do is to realize that we are Buddhas. But in Jodo it is taught that we can at-
tain Nirvāna only after death; in this life we cannot attain Nirvāna (or Buddhahood) with our 
sin-ridden flesh. With our acquiring of faith in this world we are assured of being among those 
who belong to the ‘Right Established State’ and who are assured of being born in the Pure Land. 
Shinran mentioned ten kinds of profit to be gained as a result of acquiring faith. Among these 
(to mention the main ones) one finds the blessing of turning adversity into virtue; this means 
we can accept any hardships resolutely and overcome them even with joyous mind: and also the 
blessing of having a grateful heart and a desire to pay back what we owe to others; the blessing 
of always doing works of benign compassion, and so on. 

The expression ‘to be born in the Pure Land’ is a metaphorical expression of our returning 
to the state of Nirvāna. It is often noticed that Zen followers are apt to be optimistic, self-asser-
tive or over-confident in themselves, while those who follow Jodo are apt to be self-conscious, 
hesitant and too sin-conscious. These are the pitfalls into which the extremists of both schools 
are apt to fall. That is to say, Zen has an inclination towards over-statement, and Jodo towards 
under-statement. 

It could be said of Zen that it is idealistic, and of Jodo that it is realistic. This is most clearly 
seen in the attitude of Dogen (1200-1253), founder of the Soto Zen school of Japan, and of Ho-
nen towards the so-called Mappo Shiso (Latter Day Thought). This thought was expounded in a 
Mahāyāna Sūtra entitled Daishukkyo in which it is foretold by the Buddha that the five hundred 
years following the Buddha’s Parinirvana is the Time of Right Dharma in which there exist the 
Teaching, those who practice it, and those who attain Buddhahood. Then the next thousand 
years is the Time of the Semblance of Dharma, in which the teaching and those who practice it 
exist, but not those who attain Enlightenment. The third is the next ten thousand years which 
is called the Latter Age, in which only the teaching exists, but not those who practice it or who 
attain Buddhahood. 
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Dogen rejected this thought and said that any time is the time of Right Dharma and encour-
aged his contemporaries to practice Zazen (sitting meditation); while Honen believed in this 
thought and perceived the truth of it reflected in his own mind as well as in the conditions of 
his time. He taught that in the Latter Age Nembutsu is the only Way through which all people, 
young or old, men or women, weak or strong, can equally be delivered from the bondage of 
Self-ness and be born in the Pure Land; he was standing clearly upon his own existential real-
ization. For this reason I temporarily categorized Zen, which stands upon Sollen, by calling it 
idealistic, and Jodo, which stands upon Sein, by calling it realistic. Dogen held aloft the torch of 
Dharma, while Honen considered deeply the capacity of himself as well as of the people of the 
Latter Age who would be the recipients of the Dharma. 

Zen and Jodo equally regard sin-consciousness as a process which should finally be dis-
solved on the way to deliverance, but as things are it seems that Jodo is more inclined to be 
sin-conscious than Zen. 

Zen rejects weak-minded Way-seekers and tries to lead men in such a way that they them-
selves resolutely seek the Way under the strict tutelage of a master. But Jodo takes people of 
all grades of progress on the Way into account and tries to lead them, in one way or another. If 
you look into the Meditation Sūtra, you will find a provisional gradation of people who are the 
recipients of Dharma. The fact that not only the Dharma teaching, but also the recipients have 
been carefully analyzed since ancient times may be the distinctive character of Jodo Buddhism. 
In this respect the teaching of Jodo Buddhism can be said in its structure to be standing upon 
the principle of interdependence of Dharma and Man, the oscillations of which, it must be ad-
mitted, have produced in the past a variety of interpretations and sometimes a teaching which 
was very similar, for instance, to Christianity. 

This consideration for the generality of people on the part of Jodo is severely criticized by 
some followers of Zen as not being a true kindness; however, all followers of Zen do not share 
this view. 

It is often said that Zen belongs to the Self-Power School and Jodo to the Other-Power 
School. Nothing is more misleading than this kind of view, which rests on a too superficial ob-
servation. The strenuous efforts required in seeking the Way are equally shared by both ways. 
The dissolution of the distinction between Zen and Jodo is beautifully expressed in the follow-
ing words of Dogen to be found in his main work ‘Shobogenzo’: “This life-and-death of ours is 
the Life of the Buddha. If you hate and discard this live-and-death, you are losing the Buddha’s 
Life itself. While if you go on staying in it and are attached to it, you are equally losing the Bud-
dha’s Life. The Buddha’s Being should not be interfered with. You are entering the Buddha’s 
mind only when you neither hate samsāra nor love samsāra. And don’t cry to estimate it with 
your mind. Don’t try to describe it with words. When you are detached from your body and 
mind and when you throw them into the Home of the Buddha resign yourself to the Working 
of the Buddha and just follow it; then you can detach yourself from samsāra and become Bud-
dha, without exerting any endeavor and without ever consuming your mind. Why should there 
be any constraint in the mind?” 

(Original editorial inclusion that followed the essay:) 

Devotee: Is society right in taking the life of a murderer?  
Maharshi: What is it that prompted the murderer to commit the crime?  
The same powers awards him the punishment. Society or the State is only  
a tool in the hands of the power.  

Sri Ramana Maharshi 
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Current Affairs  

THE SAKYA COLLEGE: AN APPEAL 

EVER since the stable pattern of meditation and quiet study was broken by communist perse-
cution in 1959, Tibetans in exile have found it increasingly hard to sustain the Buddhist way of 
life. The task of reuniting monks and lay followers, scattered throughout the different refugee 
and road-building camps, has been a difficult one indeed. Many learned lamas have passed away 
in sickness and poverty, while the life of students and lay people has been radically upset by the 
hardships of refugee existence. 

In 1966 a meeting of Tibetan religious leaders, held at Bodhi Gaya and headed by His Holi-
ness the Dalai Lama, resolved that each of the four main religious orders should separately take 
up the task of providing its own religious centre in India. The purpose of these centers, it was 
decided, should be to preserve the different traditions of Tibetan Buddhism from destruction, 
and to ensure the rehabilitation of monastic groups amongst the Tibetan refugees in India. 

His Holiness Sakya Trizin, the spiritual head of the Sakya Order, has expressed anxiety that, 
because of the length of time between his people’s flight from Tibet, and their resettlement 
as a community, the coming generations may grow up with no knowledge of the Sakya Tradi-
tions which are their cultural and religious heritage. Only a few of the great teachers are still 
living, but, as yet, there are no facilities which would give the young students the opportunity 
of learning from their vast store of meditational experience and wisdom. When these teach-
ers have also gone, the living tradition of spiritual knowledge which is passed from master to 
disciple, will come to an end. 

Realizing that efforts must be made to avert this danger without delay, His Holiness has 
undertaken to set up a small school whose sole purpose will be to train a limited number of 
young monks who would become qualified thereby to be the next generation’s teachers. Eight 
intelligent young monks will be chosen for intensive instruction in the whole range of Buddhist 
teaching and meditation practice. The two most learned Abbots of the Sakya order—one of 
whom is the spiritual tutor to His Holiness Sakya Trizin—will be entrusted with the education 
of these young students. 

His Holiness regrets that it is necessary to ask for outside help in the starting of this school, 
but it will be several years before the refugee community can support such a school. In the 
meantime, the opportunity must not be lost. It is our hope that if the school is begun at this 
time, it will be possible for the Sakya people themselves to support it on their own within a 
few years. 

Those who wish to help in this project may do so by the contribution of funds of any 
amount to His Holiness’ College Fund, or by directly sponsoring one or more of the two teach-
ers and eight students. It is estimated that the following amounts will be required to maintain 
the school on a monthly basis 

Support of two teachers at 
Rs. 150/- ($20. or £7.80) . . . . Rs. 300/- ($40 or £15.60) 

Support of eight students at 
Rs. 75/- ($10 or £3.90) . . . . Rs. 600/- ($80 or £31.20) 

House rental, staff, and maintenance . . Rs. 600/- ($80 or £31.20) 
Total Rs. 1,500/- ($200 or £78) 
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Sponsors will receive regular reports every three months if they wish. Donations may be 
made through the following non-profit organizations: 

Tibetan Friendship Group of the U.S.A., 
c/o Mrs. Muriel Lewis, Secretary, 
11133 Ventura. Avenue, 
Ojai California, U.S.A. 

The Tibet Society of the U.K., 
c/o Mrs. Vivien Potter, Secretary, 
58 Eccleston Square, 
London, S.W.1, 
England. 

If contributions are sent through either of these addresses, please specify that the remittance 
is for the college fund of His Holiness Sakya Trizin. Alternatively, donations may be sent to: 

The Sakya College Fund, 
c/o His Holiness Sakya Trizin, 
Sakya Centre, 
187 Rajpur Road, 
Dehra Dun (U.P.) 
India. 

All contributions will be gratefully acknowledged. Stamped receipts will be issued if re-
quired. Any enquiries or correspondence concerning the Sakya College should be addressed to 
the Dehra Dun address as above. 

THE TEACHERS 
(1) The Venerable Khenpo Appey, 45, spiritual tutor of His Holiness Sakya Trizin, was born 
in Berge, capital of the east province of Kham. At the age of nine he entered Serjang Monastery 
where he took a basic education in traditional subjects. At the age of 14, he joined the rigorous 
philosophy course at Serjang College. Completing this at the age of 21, he was chosen as the 
new Abbot of Serjang, but, wishing to study further, he secured the permission of his monks 
to travel to Dzongsar Monastery in Derge, to which the presence of the great Jamyang Khentse 
Rinpoche had attracted learned teachers of all four religious sects. For three years he received 
profound instructions in Buddhist philosophy and in the true significance or the meditative 
Tantras. Here too he was asked to teach other students as one of the two assistant Abbots of 
Dzongsar. During this period he wrote several books elucidating the principles of Mahayana 
Buddhism. When he was 25, he returned to his own monastery where he taught as head Abbot 
until the age of 32. 

His studies completed, Khenpo Appey made a pilgrimage to the holy shrines in India, and 
returned to Tibet through Sakya and Lhasa. While in the central province of U, he was asked 
to serve as teaching Abbot of the famous Ngor Evam monastery near Shigatse, the largest of the 
Sakya Monasteries, and famous for its tradition of discipline and learning, 

The communist persecution of 1959 forced many Tibetans to leave their native land and 
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among then Khenpo Appey left, settling in Sikkim where he was offered a post at the Namgyal 
Institute of Tibetology, Gangtok. Here he completed another book on philosophy, and spent a 
year in retreat for meditation. In 1962 he was invited by His Holiness Sakya Trizin to become 
His spiritual teacher. Since then he has been with His Holiness in Mussoorie and Darjeeling. 
During the last three years, he has made three six-month retreats in Mussoorie and the Kangra 
Valley, where he is completing a retreat at present. 

In exile, Khenpo Appey has studied English and completed an English translation of an 
exhaustive Tibetan Grammar, which is soon to be published. He has taught Tibetans and 
some westerners, and worked on the translation of Tantric texts into English. As Principal of 
the Sakya College, he will be able to correspond directly with those who are interested in the 
school. 

(2) Acharya Dawa Tsering is also from Kham. He was ordained as a novice at an early age 
by the Abbot of Donthok Monastery, where he studied the traditional course. Completing this 
he travelled to Shigatse for advanced studies in philosophy at Ngor Evam College and the Sri 
Sakya College. Leaving Tibet in 1959, he resumed his studies at the Darling School, Darjeeling, 
and was later appointed teacher at the Buxa Lama’s College in Assam. He entered the Central 
Institute of Tibetan Studies, Benares University, and was among the first students to gain the 
Acharya (M.A.) degree. Since then he has been teaching Abbot of the Bir Derge School (Ngor 
Evam Institute), except for a six month retreat. His brilliant understanding of Buddhist philoso-
phy and wide teaching experience will be a valuable contribution to the new Sakya College. 
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Book Reviews  

PERSPECTIVES in Literary Symbolism edited by Joseph Strelka, and published by the Pennsyl-
vania State University Press at $8.75, is the first book of a series of yearbooks on Comparative 
Criticism and is comprised of essays by an international group of writers: Joseph Strelka, Helen 
Adolf, Patel Arnold, Hedwig von Beit, Kenneth Burke, Walter Hinderer, Peter Uwe Hohen-
dahl, Robert John, Alice Raphael, Eugene F. Timpe, Philip Wheelwright, George Mauner. It 
is an attempt to present an international aspect of literary critical thought, from different per-
spectives, which would surmount national barriers and limitations. Concerned primarily with 
literary criticism, the essays are in no way confined to this branch but expand beyond it into the 
realms of symbolism, mysticism and myth, the last defined as the stage of “oneness and whole-
ness which became lost in the overdevelopment of human intellect and rationalism”. The vari-
ous essays deal with the symbolism of the fairy tale and poetry; with esoterism and the works 
or Dante and Goethe and file mysticism and mystic-al experiences of Rilke and Baudelaire. 

Two books appear on Comparative Religion which take up opposite standpoints, Opposi-
tions of Religious Doctrines, by William A. Christian, (Macmillan. £2.80) could be regarded as 
a philosophical rather than a theological study and is concerned with the oppositions in world 
religions. Starting from the assumption that “two doctrines are opposed if they cannot be ac-
cepted jointly”, Professor Christian maintains that where these genuine oppositions occur reli-
gions cannot be said to be consistent with one another. To it illustrate these inconsistencies he 
adopts the method of juxtaposing sentences and doctrines taken from differing religions, such 
as: 

The self is eternal. 
There is no unchanging self; all things are impermanent. 

His conclusion is that though “there are structural similarities running through all the major 
religions” there is no evidence “to warrant the claim that they are saying the same thing”. 

On the other hand, in Tolerance and Truth in Religion, by Gustav Mensching (University 
of Alabama Press, $8.00) Proressor Mensching comes to the conclusion that “a subtle unity or 
all religion is discernable and that “a comparison of the ethical value systems in the different 
religions shows that a far-reaching relationship does exist between them”. Each religion has its 
own basic features, but within these there exists an ultimate identity found under seemingly 
different exteriors; their manifold expression is merely a manifestation of fullness of life and 
“on the basis of our present deepened insight . . . tolerance is an acknowledgement of the differ-
ent genuine possibilities of living encounter and relationship, with the divine as an indispens-
able postulate”. 

Lizelle Raymond, who wrote My Life with a Brahmin Family, now writes of the years she 
spent studying in the Himalayas with Shri Anirvan in her new book To Live Within (Doubleday 
and Co. New York. $6.95; Allen and Unwin £3.75). Shri Anirvan told her not to speak of this 
period and her experiences until twelve years had passed and given her time for maturing and 
evaluation of all she had lived through; this book is the result of both that advice and experi-
ence and sketches both the life and teaching of Shri Anirvan and her own response to that 
experience, which is sincere and meaningful. 
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Recently published are two books by Christmas Humphreys: A Western Approach to Zen 
(Allen and Unwin, £3.25) and a paperback edition of Buddhist Poems published by Allen and 
Unwin for the Buddhist Society. Of the first the Author writes: “This is not a clever book for 
clever people but for ordinary people” but is an attempt to suggest a way to approach Zen 
through mind training. The book reiterates much that he has written before and is certainly a 
western approach with all the occidental love of psychological probing and analysis. The poems 
are also in western style in form and content and, as is said in the introduction, “may be vaguely 
grouped as the History of Buddhist Thought, Basic Principles, the Self, Karma and Rebirth; oth-
ers are on love and war and a variety of mundane subjects. 

De l’Absence et de l’Inconnaissance de Dieu, by Christos Yannaras (Les Editions du Cerf, 
Paris), “d’après les ecrits aréopagitiques et Martin Heidegger,” has been translated from the 
Greek into French and is concerned with the theology of the Areopagites and Orthodox tradi-
tion in the first part and in the second part with the theological implications of the philosophy 
of Heidegger. Although God is beyond all affirmation and all negation, Yannaras does not deny 
any possibility of knowledge of God, for: “incomprehensibility does not mean that the divine 
essence disappears in an impersonal abyss. The divine energies manifest the mode of existence 
of divinity which is revealed in a personal relationship and communion”. 

Guru, by Swami Muktananda, (Harper and Row, $5.95) commences with a paean of praise 
for the Guru Nityananda and the tradition and role of the guru in general and continues with an 
account of the Author’s own experiences on the path of Siddha Yoga and the awakening of the 
powers of Kundalini and the inner Shakti; the Swami’s own word “intoxication” runs through 
the whole book. 

The Day They Walked into God, by Jack France, (Ferndown Press, 55p.) is a message ad-
dressed to the modern man who is disillusioned by the materialism and endless sensual stimula-
tion of the present day and looks for something which can give him peace and direct spiritual 
experience. The chapters roam over the mystic aspect of the world religions, with much that is 
of value but with some misapprehension in mistaking the psychic for the spiritual. The inevi-
table Third Eye appears in its fictional and physical guise instead of its true aspect as spiritual 
consciousness and transcendent wisdom. 

J. C. Cooper 
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Correspondence  

REALIZATION 

Sir, 

THE article entitled “Realization: A Christian Point of View” which appeared in Studies in 
Comparative Religion, Autumn, 1971, prompts me to make the following specific points and 
reservations. 

To begin with, one has to understand what is meant by the word “realization”. This term 
comes from the Latin realis, “real”, thus basically from res, “thing”; now a “thing” is that which 
“is”, that which consequently is distinguished from “no-thing”; and this sense of “that which 
is” has predominated, leaving the notion of “thing” so much in the background that the word 
Reality is applied above all to God inasmuch as He is the First Being, though He is not a “thing”. 
The verb “to realize” signifies: to make real; and “to realize that” signifies—by extension—to 
ascertain that such and such a situation is real; there is thus no reason to state that this usage is 
false, or that it is false to call “Realization” a perfection difficult to attain. The author of the 
article refers to those who describe this perfection as “a strange and unattainable state of be-
ing which they can never hope to reach” and which “is altogether beyond the capacity of any 
normal, ordinary person”. Now if there is something strange here, it is this definition, for one 
wonders what it refers to and what is meant in this context by a “normal, ordinary person”; 
since when is a “normal” person necessarily “ordinary”? Furthermore, it is in no wise true that 
the average reader understands by “Realization”, “written or printed with a capital ‘R’” as the 
author informs us, “a strange and unattainable state of being”; this might apply to an infini-
tesimal minority of readers accustomed to a certain terminology, but for the ordinary reader 
“Realization”, can only signify a particularly important achievement. As for the current turn of 
speech “to realize that”, it could even be said to have the right to be inadequate, precisely be-
cause it is a turn of speech, and because a convention of language is not required to be strict as 
regards its choice of means; one knows that language functions mainly by associations of ideas, 
and to take umbrage at this is a pointless extravagance. 

It might be objected that the definition of the notion of realization, when this word is 
written with a capital R—namely, “a strange and unattainable state of being etc.”—is not the 
opinion of the author of the article, because this definition or notion is subsequently rejected. 
We have here a serious ambiguity, for the reader is offered no means of knowing why the no-
tion represented by the capital R is false: is it false because spiritual realization, as conceived by 
the Vedantines or other initiates, is false, and because non-initiates or non-vedantines are to be 
identified, precisely, with “any normal, ordinary person?” 

But let us set aside this ambiguity, and answer the question which the author raises. What 
is the true meaning of the word “realization”? There is not the slightest mystery here: “realiza-
tion” is the passage from a state of possibility to a state of concrete fact, therefore of “reality”: in 
“realization” what was virtual becomes actual. And that is all. The rest is a question of modal-
ity, or association of ideas, or else of an abuse of language. 

The concept of “realization” evokes the problem of the difference between the possible 
and the real. I have read somewhere that this distinction could have no meaning since the pos-
sible is equally real in its own order; but here is a case of excessive subtlety, pointless to say the 
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least, and even absurd, for it does away with the obvious difference between the possibility one 
has of making or not making a journey and the concrete fact—irrefutably real therefore on its 
own plane—of the journey as actually undertaken. 

But to come back to the article on “Realization”: a simple intuition, or a simple natural de-
velopment, is not to be confused with spiritual realization. This latter expression has moreover 
been qualified as “somewhat inaccurate” in the article, whereas it is altogether normal, since 
spiritual realization is precisely the passage from a virtuality to the state of concrete reality. 
Such an actualization implies a change or plane, or nature, or of what could be called conscious-
ness, whose cause is supernatural and not natural; it is the fruit of an effort combined with a 
grace; when there is grace alone, there is no realization strictly speaking. Every realization by 
definition requires an agent, a means, and a result; an intuition or an illumination is not in itself 
a realization. Realization is not an accident, any more in Christianity than in other forms of 
spirituality. 

In what concerns Christian spirituality, the realization which it offers is based on the fol-
lowing factors: faith, the sacraments, the virtues, and prayer; the first three factors are general 
conditions; prayer strictly speaking is the means. This means is deducible from the Parable of 
the unjust judge and also from the Pauline injunction to pray without ceasing; but there are yet 
other scriptural bases, notably in connection with the Flame of Christ. Faith, the sacraments, 
and the virtues represent a virtual sanctity, a “deification”—theōsis—in the state of possibility; 
realization is the operative convergence—with the aid of grace—into actual theōsis. It is certain 
that God demands effort, lacking which it is a question of illumination, not realization; but it 
is not certain that God demands a particular effort in view of a particular grace, nor that He 
grants a particular grace as a consequence of a particular effort, The relationship between hu-
man effort and Divine grace depends on imponderables, divine as well as human, which cannot 
be measured. 

I do not see any point of view in the article “Realization” which is specifically Christian; 
I only see there a choice of Christian images, which have no real bearing on the problem that 
they are supposed to illustrate. But let us consider some points in detail: humility, which is 
an essential condition for spiritual progress, has no connection with “knowing the poverty of 
one’s spiritual awareness at each stage of one’s life”, but with being conscious of the poverty 
of that which, in the ego, remains outside of this awareness; for grace in itself is a reflection of 
the Absolute and the Infinite, and consequently even in its relativity it carries with it something 
absolute and infinite. The point is, not to see poverty in grace, but to avoid confusing oneself 
with the gift of Heaven, which means not to forget the poverty of the soul as compared with 
the immensity of grace. 

Discernment, or illumination, is one thing, and realization is another; it is an abuse of terms 
to call “realization” either an act or intellect or the irruption of a certitude given by a particu-
lar and unforeseeable grace. It must not be forgotten, moreover, that the sudden irruption of 
a sense of certitude may be false, and that it can even come from the spirit of darkness; the 
phenomenon of a sudden certitude that seizes us in an extra-rational manner and alters our 
consciousness is therefore not in itself a criterion of truth and sanctity. These phenomena are in 
the nature of things, and are therefore neither good nor bad in themselves; besides, any religious 
conversion if sincere is accompanied by a phenomenon of this kind, and no one will speak in 
that case of “realization”. Spiritual realization is something altogether different; and its extrinsic 
proof is not only that it brings man into a dimension of the Divine Truth, but also that it trans-
forms him in his moral personality, the word “moral” being understood here in its profoundest 
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sense; it must be stressed that this second criterion could never be dissociated from the first. 
Further on in the text we encounter the following opinion: “The great joy of all this lies 

not only in the immediate fruits of any realization but still more in the certainty that there are 
many more discoveries to be made, infinite possibilities of further revelations. . .” The truth is 
just the opposite: the fruit of a realization presents itself as something absolute of its kind, and 
it is this something absolute which may be able to deepen or expand with time; but the sense 
of an unexplored plurality or grace, is located at a far lower level and proves precisely that it is 
not a question of “realization”. 

Not without amazement one notes that this Christian article cites with approval a saying of 
Shaw; “Beware of the man whose god is in the skies”. But this is the God of Christ, for Christ 
said: “Our Father which art in heaven. . .” When we have “realized” That God is “in the skies”, 
by the same token we will have realized, not that He is in the world, but that the world is found 
mysteriously in Him, in such a way that we ran, in principle, see the Divine traces everywhere. 

With no less surprise do we read further on: “Realization transforms and transfigures the 
world so that we see it more nearly as God sees it, but it does not mean that we have no view 
of the world, nor does it transport us out of the world. . .” 

With all due deference, it does transport us out of the world! And this is precisely why— 
insofar as this reality concerns us—we know and understand the world far better than do those 
who are proud of having “both feet on the ground” and glory in not being elsewhere than in the 
world. One must refrain moreover from the tendency of trying to reassure these people, or of 
trying to spare their feelings whenever spiritual matters are discussed. 

The article ends with a consideration on the Blessed Virgin, who “pondered all these things 
in her heart”. But this precisely is something outside the question of realization. As a human 
being the Blessed Virgin could humanly be unaware of certain things of a phenomenal order; 
but she had nothing to realize, being herself a priori a supereminent realization of the Beauty 
and Goodness of God. 

Considered in its positive content, the article could, for example, have been entitled “Con-
version, in Natural and in Spiritual Experience”. It could have been classified under some such 
denominator as “Intuition”, “Inspiration”, “Grace” or “Conversion” as suggested above, and 
this legitimate designation, presented without the veil of a problematical and disproportionate 
context, would have facilitated the reader’s appreciation of the contemplative or simply human 
qualities of the author. 

F.S. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

No one ever gave information to people who were not capable of understanding 
it without its proving a temptation to some of them. 

Muhammad 
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The Two Paradises  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

THE Vedantin notion of “Deliverance” (moksha, mukti) evokes, whether rightly or wrongly, 
the paradoxical image of a refusal of Paradise and a choice of the Supreme Union, which seems 
to imply, according to some formulations, the dissolution of the individual and the identifica-
tion of the Intellect-kernel with the Self. If such an end is presented as the object of a strictly 
human option, one will rightly object that the individual could have no motive for choosing 
anything other than his own survival and his own happiness; the rest is pretension and bookish 
speculation, and thus has no connection to the Vedantin notion in question. 

To begin with, the following two points must be considered: first, the idea of “Deliver-
ance” or of “Union” corresponds to a metaphysical evidence, whatever pedantic or extravagant 
interpretations may do, depending on the case, to alter its meaning; next, there are in man 
two subjects—or two subjectivities—with no common measure and with opposite tendencies, 
though there is also, in some respect, coincidence between the two. On the one hand, there is 
the anima or empirical ego, woven out of objective as well as subjective contingencies, such 
as memories and desires; on the other hand, there is the spiritus or pure Intelligence, whose 
subjectivity is rooted in the Absolute, so that it sees the empirical ego as being no more than 
a husk, that is, something outward and foreign to the true “my-self”, or rather “One-self”, at 
once transcendent and immanent.1 

Now if it is incontestable that the human ego normally desires happiness and survival in 
happiness, to the point of having no motive for desiring more than this, it is equally true that 
pure Intelligence exists and that its nature is to tend toward its own source; the whole ques-
tion is to know, spiritually speaking, which of these two subjectivities predominates in a hu-
man being. It can be rightly denied that the choice of the supra-individual has any meaning for 
the individual as such, but it cannot be denied that there is something in man that surpasses 
individuality and can take precedence over the latter’s aspirations, in order to tend toward the 
plenitude of its own transcendent nature. 

We speak of taking precedence over the aspirations of individuality, but not of abolishing 
them; here we touch on another aspect of the problem, and by no means the least. When one 
speaks traditionally of a “dissolution” or of an “extinction” of individuality, one has in view 
the privative limitations of the ego, but not its very existence; if there is no common measure 
between the ego of the one who is “freed in this life” (jīvan-mukta) and his spiritual reality—so 
that it can be said of him that he “is Brahman” without having to deny that he is this particular 
man—the same incommensurability and, along with it, the same compatibility, or the same 
parallelism, present themselves in the hereafter; if this were not the case, one would have to 
conclude that the Avatāras had completely vanished from the cosmos, and this has never been 
traditionally admitted. Christ “is God”, which in no wise prevents him from saying: “Today 
shalt thou be with me in paradise”, nor from predicting his return at the end of the cycle. 

The world is the plane of phenomena or of contingencies; the ordinary ego, the anima, is 
thus part of the world and is situated “outside” for him who is able to envisage it from the 

Although “every thing” is Ātmā, this is so in an altogether different and in some way opposite respect. 
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spiritus, which by definition derives from the Spiritus Sanctus; and this could never be a matter 
of ambition or affectation: it is a matter of true understanding and of innate perspective. This 
means that subjectivity can be conceived, or realized, according to three degrees, which cor-
respond precisely to the ternary of corpus, anima, spiritus: the first degree is that of animality, 
be it human; the second is that of the microcosm of dream, in which the subject is no longer 
identified with the body alone, but with this ever increasing mirage that is imaginative and sen-
timental experience; the third degree is that of pure Intelligence, which is the trace in man of 
the unique and “transcendentally immanent” Subject. The soul is the inner witness of the body, 
as the spirit is the inner witness of the soul. 

The nature of Intelligence is not to identify itself passively and quasi-blindly with the phe-
nomena it registers, but on the contrary, by reducing phenomena to their essences, to know 
ultimately That which knows; by the same stroke, the sage—precisely because his subjectivity 
is determined by Intelligence—will tend “to be That which is” and “to enjoy That which en-
joys”; and this brings us back to the Vedantin ternary “Being, Consciousness, Bliss” (Sat, Chit, 
Ānanda). In reality there is but a single Beatitude, just as there is but a single Subject and a 
single Object; the three poles are united in the Absolute, but are separated insofar as the Abso-
lute enters into Relativity, according to the mystery of Māyā; the conclusion of this descent is 
precisely the diversification of subjects, objects, and experiences. Object, Subject, Happiness: 
our whole existence is woven out of these three elements, but in illusory mode; the sage does 
nothing other than the ignorant, that is, he lives from these three elements, but he does so in 
the direction of the Real, which alone is the Object, the Subject, and Happiness. 

* * * 

When it is said in Sufism that “Paradise is inhabited by fools”,2 one must understand this to 
mean subjects who are attached to phenomena rather than to the unique Subject, who is His 
own Object and His own Beatitude. All paradoxical sayings referring to the distinction between 
the “saved” and the “elect” must be interpreted above all as metaphors affirming such a prin-
ciple or such a tendency; the paradox results from the fact that the image is naively human, and 
thus psychological, when in fact the principle involved shares no common measure with psy-
chology. Two subjectivities, two languages: the whole enigma of esoterism is to be found in this. 
A doctrine is esoteric inasmuch as it appeals to the “inward subjectivity” and thus puts aside 
the “outward subjectivity”; conversely, a doctrine is exoteric inasmuch as it accepts the empiri-
cal ego as a closed system and an absolute reality, and thus confines itself to subjecting the ego 
to prescriptions that are equally absolute. For the Sufis, the attestation that there is no divinity if 
not the sole Divinity is esoteric owing to the fact that in the end it excludes the outward egoity; 
“in the end”, that is to say, when this attestation is understood “sincerely” (mukhlisan), hence 
totally. The traditional expression “knowing through God” (‘ārif bi-’Llāh)—and not “knowing 
God”—is characteristic in this respect, the preposition “through” serving precisely to indicate 
the quasi-divine subjectivity within pure intellection. 

The outward ego by definition nourishes itself with phenomena and is in consequence 
fundamentally dualistic; to it corresponds the revealed and objective religion, whose Messen-

This idea is plainly inspired by the following hadīth: “Most of the dwellers in Paradise are simple-minded” (al-bulh), that is, 
without guile or malice. The meaning is thus positive, whereas it is pejorative in the interpretation just mentioned, which aims 
at marking an opposition between two attitudes or two categories. 
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ger is a particular historical person. The inward ego looks toward its own Source, which is at 
once transcendent and immanent; to it corresponds the innate and subjective religion,3 whose 
Avatāra is the heart; wisdom is in fact inaccessible without the concurrence of objective and 
revealed religion, just as the inward ego is inaccessible without the concurrence of the sanctified 
outward ego. 

The crystallization of metaphysical truth into a religious, and thus dogmatic, phenomenon 
results from the principle of individuation: in falling into the human atmosphere, the Divine 
Truth is coagulated and becomes individualized; it becomes a point of view and is personified, 
such that it is impossible to reconcile one particular religious form with another on the plane 
itself of this personification; this is as impossible as to change from one human ego to another, 
even though we know perfectly well that the ego of others is not more illogical nor less legiti-
mate than our own. In compensation, the passage from one form to another—in other words, 
from one metaphysico-mystical subjectivity to another—is always possible by returning to the 
source of the religious coagulations, for this source pertains precisely to the universal Subjectiv-
ity or, if one prefers, to Intelligence in Itself; man has access to this source, in principle or even 
in fact, through pure intellection; and this is the subjectivity that is concerned with “Deliver-
ance” in the Vedantin sense of the term. 

When Sufis disdain Paradise out of their desire for God alone, it goes without saying that in 
this case they are envisaging Paradise inasmuch as it is created, that is, inasmuch as it is “other 
than God”, and not inasmuch as it is divine in its substance and content—notwithstanding its 
existential degree; this is so true that Sufis speak completely logically of a “Paradise of the Es-
sence”, which precisely is situated beyond creation. Analogously, when Sufis seem sometimes 
to reject works or even virtues, what they mean is these values inasmuch as they appear as 
“mine”, and not inasmuch as they belong to God; or again, when a Sufi affirms that for him 
good and evil are equally a matter of indifference, this means that he is envisaging them in re-
lation to their common contingency, which in its turn plays the role of “evil” with respect to 
the sole “good” that is absoluteness. If we compare good to light and evil to an opaque stone, 
the fact of whitening the stone does not transform it into light; the stone can be streaked with 
white and black by way of depicting “good” and “evil”, but because of its opacity and heavi-
ness, it will nonetheless remain a kind of “evil” in relation to the luminous ray. 

The two human subjects, the outward or empirical and the inward or intellective, cor-
respond analogically to the two aspects of the Divine Subject, the ontological or personal and 
the supra-ontological or impersonal; in man, as in divinis, duality is perceptible, or is actual-
ized, only in relation to the element Māyā.4 Or again, to return to the ternary corpus, anima, 
spiritus: these three subjectivities respectively reflect the three hypostases—if indeed this term 
applies here—Existence, Being, Beyond-Being; just as God is not “absolutely Absolute” except 
as Beyond-Being, so man is not absolutely himself except in the Intellect; whereas the empiri-
cal ego nourishes itself with phenomena, the intellective ego burns them and tends toward the 
Essence. However, this difference of principle does not imply an alternative of fact, precisely 
because there is no common measure here; the norm in this case is an equilibrium between the 
two planes, and not a concretely inconceivable dehumanization. 

3 “Know”—God reveals to Niffari—“that I shall accept from thee nothing of the Sunnah, but only that which My Gnosis 
bringeth thee, for thou art one of those to whom I speak.” Not everyone holds this station, to say the least, and to attribute it 
to oneself is to risk an irremediable fall; if we bring it up here, it is for the sake of doctrine. 
4  In Sufism, the key-notion of Māyā is expressed through the terms hijāb, “veil”, and tajallī, “unveiling” or “revelation”. 
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The paradoxical expression “absolutely absolute” calls for some explanations. Orthodox 
theologians, according to Palamas, make a distinction in God between the Essence and the En-
ergies; this is an error, say the Catholics, for the divine nature is simple; there is no error, rejoin 
the Orthodox, for the laws of logic do not apply to God, who is above them. This is a dialogue 
between the deaf, we conclude, for logic in no way prevents one from admitting that the divine 
nature comprises Energies even while being simple; to understand this, it suffices to have the 
notion of divine Relativity, which the totalitarian sublimism of theologians excludes, precisely, 
since it makes it impossible to combine antinomic relationships which, in pure metaphysics, 
are contained in the nature of things. There could never be any symmetry between the relative 
and the Absolute; as a result, if there is clearly no such thing as the absolutely relative, there is 
nonetheless a “relatively absolute”, and this is Being as creator, revealer, and savior, who is ab-
solute for the world, but not for the Essence: “Beyond-Being” or “Non-Being”. If God were the 
Absolute in every respect and without any hypostatic restriction, there could be no contact be-
tween Him and the world, and the world would not even exist; for in order to be able to create, 
speak, and act, it is necessary that God Himself make Himself “world” in some fashion, and He 
does so through the ontological self-limitation that gives rise to the “personal God”, the world 
itself being the most extreme and hence the most relative of self-limitations. Pantheism would 
be right in its own way if it could restrict itself to this aspect without denying transcendence. 

Monotheist exoterism readily loses sight of the aspects of inclusiveness, but it has the ad-
vantage—and this is its reason for being—of placing man as such before this “human Absolute” 
that is the creator God; however, it must pay a penalty for this simplification: the theological 
deadlocks—which Christians justify by means of the argument of “mystery” and Muslims by 
means of the argument of God’s “good pleasure”—testify to the need to take account in one 
and the same breath of both the unity of God and the antinomic complexity of the divine 
intervention in the world. Now this complexity cannot be explained by unity, but it can be 
explained, on the contrary, by relativity in divinis, that is to say by the hypostatic gradation in 
view of the creative unfolding; and this relativity does not affect unity anymore than space af-
fects the unicity of the center-point or the homogeneity of total space, which derives from that 
point and which deploys it. 

In the face of the paradoxical complexity of the metaphysical Real, the situation of theolo-
gies can be summarized as follows: first of all, there is the axiom that God is the Absolute since 
nothing can be greater than He; next, there is the logical evidence that there is in God some-
thing relative; finally, the conclusion is drawn that since God is the Absolute, what is relative in 
appearance cannot be other than absolute; the fact that this is contrary to logic proves that logic 
cannot reach God, who is “mystery” (Christianity) and who “does as He wills” (Islam). Now 
we have seen that the solution of the problem rests upon two points: objectively, the Absolute 
is susceptible of gradation, unless one wishes to cease discussing it; subjectively, it is not logic 
that is at fault, but the opacity of our axioms and the rigidity of our reasonings. Certainly, God 
“does as He wills”, but that is because we cannot discern all of His motives on the phenomenal 
plane; certainly, He is a “mystery”, but this is because of the inexhaustibility of His Subjectiv-
ity, the only one that is, in the last analysis, and that becomes clear to us only inasmuch as it 
whelms us in its light. 

* * * 

It is plausible that the ego, in the measure that it is determined by objects, which are “not-my-
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self”, is not entirely itself; the true ego, the pure Subject, bears its object within itself, like the 
Divine Essence, which “tends toward Its own infinite Center”—if this inadequate image is per-
missible—whereas Being tends toward creation, but obviously without “emerging from itself”, 
and without being affected by the world and its contents. In other words: the subject-intellect, 
in the likeness of Beyond-Being, bears its object within itself; but the empirical or psychic ego, 
in the manner of Being, has its object both within itself and outside itself; and just as Existence 
has its object outside itself, namely in existing things, so does the sensorial ego have its object in 
the outward and tends toward the outward. Now God can be at the same time Beyond-Being, 
Being, and even Existence, if we speak according to Māyā, for in the last analysis, Beyond-Being 
does not Itself unfold: It contains everything within Itself in a state that is undifferentiated but 
infinitely real; man, who is made in the image of God, nonetheless has the possibility of being 
unfaithful to this image, since he is not God and is free; having committed this act of infidel-
ity and bearing it in his inborn nature, he must, in order to become deiform, tend toward the 
divine Inward. The animistic subject must become free from the corporeal subject, and the 
intellectual subject must become free from the animistic subject, in conformity with this teach-
ing: “Whosoever shall seek to save his life shall lose it; and whosoever shall lose his life shall 
preserve it” (Luke 17:33). And likewise: “Except a corn of wheat fall into the ground and die, it 
abideth alone; but if it die it bringeth forth much fruit. He that loveth his life, shall lose it; and 
he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal” (John 12:24-25). 

The “life” or the “soul” to be sacrificed is, we repeat, the ego inasmuch as it is a passional 
nucleus and not inasmuch as it is simply a particular subjectivity; thus the criterion of a spiri-
tual degree is not the absence of the consciousness of “self”, which could never occur habitu-
ally—otherwise Christ could not have moved in the world—but the abolishing of the passional 
entanglement founded on desire, ostentation, and optical illusion. The first spiritual phase is 
isolation, for the world is the ego; the summit is to “behold God everywhere”, for the world is 
God. In other words, there is a spiritual perfection wherein the contemplative perceives God 
only in the inward, in the silence of the heart; and there is another perfection, superior to the 
preceding one and issuing from it—for the second is conceivable only in terms of the first— 
wherein the contemplative perceives God also in the outward,5 in phenomena: in their exis-
tence, then in their general qualities, and then in their particular qualities, and even indirectly 
in their privative manifestations. In this realization, not only does the ego appear as extrinsic— 
which happens also in the first perfection—but the world appears as inward by revealing its 
divine substance, things becoming nearly translucent; it is to this realization, both radiant and 
inclusive, that Sufis allude when they say with Shibli: “I have never seen any thing save God.”6 

However, “to behold God everywhere” can have a more particular meaning, which in a 
sense coincides with understanding the “language of the birds” and at the same time brings us 

5 This state corresponds to the station of the Bodhisattva, whereas the preceding state is that of the Pratyeka-Buddha. To sur-
pass the need for solitude of the Pratyeka-Buddha and to become a Bodhisattva is to remain in the state of union as much in a 
harem as on a battlefield; and this quite apart from the active and creative function of the Samyaksam-Buddha, who represents, 
not a spiritual degree—he possesses by definition the supreme degree without being the only one to possess it—but a cosmic 
phenomenon of the first order of magnitude, for it belongs to the order of divine manifestations. 
6 Tradition attributes analogous words to the four rāshidūn Caliphs: one beheld God before what had been created, the other 
after it, the third at the same time as it, and the fourth beheld nothing other than God. Likewise Hujwiri in his Kashf al-Mahjūb: 
“One saint sees the act with his corporeal eye and, in seeing, perceives the divine Agent with his spiritual eye; another saint, 
owing to his love for the Agent, finds himself separated from all things, so that he see only the Agent.” This is not unrelated to 
this saying of St Paul: “To the pure all things are pure.” 
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back to the principle whereby “extremes meet”: the intelligence that is penetrated by what is 
most inward may thus enjoy, charismatically, the faculty of understanding the secret intentions 
of outward things, and so of forms in an altogether general way. 

* * * 

We have quoted above the saying of Christ about “life”: those who would save it, lose it, and 
those who of their own will lose it, save it for eternity. No doubt this teaching establishes a first 
distinction, entirely general, between worldly and spiritual men; but it also refers, since it is sa-
cred and thus polyvalent, to the two subjectivities that concern us particularly, the phenomenal 
and the intellectual, or the empirical “self” and the transcendent “selfhood”. In the latter case, 
the notion of “perdition” must be transposed; in other words, this notion will refer merely to 
the ambiguous situation of the “psychic” individual: whereas the “pneumatic” is saved by his 
ascending nature, his subjectivity being intellective, the “psychic” risks being lost owing to the 
contingent and passive character of his egoity. 

It is however in the nature of things that spiritual subjectivity give rise to an intermediary 
solution, more sacrificial than intellectual, in which the subject, even if it is not the micro-
cosmic prolongation of the Shankarian “Self”, is nonetheless more than the empirical “self”; 
and this is the heroic subjectivity of the path of Love, which tears itself free from phenomena 
without being able to integrate itself with the Witness who is both transcendent and immanent. 
In this case, a ray of Mercy enters into the subjectivity that is cut off from the world: deprived 
of the worldly “self”, the immortal soul lives finally from the Grace that sustains and adopts it. 

* * * 

Since the distinction between the two subjectivities is essential, it cannot but arise in the midst 
of a spiritually integral tradition; if we did not know of a Meister Eckhart, we would nonethe-
less have to admit that this point of view is not absent in Christianity. Meister Eckhart, with 
characteristic audacity, prayed to God to free him from God, specifying that this applied to 
God as the origin of creatures and that our essential being is above God envisaged in this man-
ner; “the Essence of God and the essence of the soul are one and the same”, he would say, thus 
providing the key to the enigma.7 This expression indicates a compensatory reciprocity be-
tween the Absolute and the relative or between Âtmâ and Mâyâ: for to the mystery of incom-
mensurability (Islam: Lā ilāha illā ’Llāh) is adjoined the compensatory mystery of reciprocity 
(Islam: Muhammadun Rasūlu ’Llāh); in other words, in Ātmā there is a point that is Māyā, and 
this is Being or the personal God, whereas in Māyā there is a point that is Ātmā, and this is 
Beyond-Being or the Divine Essence present in the Intellect; it is the immanent absoluteness in 
the human relative. Once again we rejoin here the Taoist symbolism of the Yin-Yang: the white 
part contains a black dot, and the black part a white dot. The fact that man can conceive of the 
limitation of Being in relation to the pure Absolute proves that he can in principle realize this 
Absolute and thus transcend the Legislation emanating from Being, namely formal religion; we 
say “in principle”, but rarely in fact, otherwise religions would not exist. 

“If I were not, neither would God be,” Meister Eckhart furthermore says, which becomes 

One will note the analogy with the Tat tvam asi (“That art thou”) of the Vedânta. 
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clear in light of the doctrine we have just expounded;8 and he takes care to recommend, for 
those who do not understand this “naked truth issued from the very heart of God”, that they 
not “beat their heads against a wall”, for none can understand it except he who “is like unto it”. 
In other words, the doctrine of the supreme Subjectivity requires a providential predisposition 
to receive it; we say a “predisposition” rather than a “capacity”, for the principal cause of a lack 
of metaphysical understanding is not so much a fundamental intellectual incapacity as a pas-
sional attachment to concepts that are conformed to man’s natural individualism. On the one 
hand, transcending this individualism predisposes man to such an understanding; on the other 
hand, total metaphysics contributes to this transcending; every spiritual realization has two 
poles or two points of departure, one being situated in our thought, and the other in our being. 

* * * 

The Sūrah of “The Merciful” (Ar-Rahmān) attributes to “him who feareth the station of his 
Lord” two celestial gardens, and then goes on to mention two further gardens; according to the 
commentators, the first two gardens are destined respectively for men and the jinn,9 or again, 
according to others, for each believer, but without the difference between the two gardens be-
ing explained; it is generally considered—following Baidawi—that the two further gardens are 
destined for believers of lesser merit or of lesser quality.10 In any case it seems plausible to us 
to make a distinction, in each of the two cases mentioned, between a “horizontal” garden and 
a “vertical” garden—this second Paradise being none other than God Himself as He commu-
nicates or manifests Himself with respect to the degree considered; in this we have the exact 
equivalent of the distinction between the “celestial body” of the Buddhas and their “divine 
body”.11 

In the case of the elect or those “brought nigh” (muqarrabūn), the vertical garden is the 
state of union; we have already seen that this state could not prevent the personal presence of 
the bodies of glory in a created Paradise, otherwise many a passage in the Scriptures and many 
a sacred phenomenon would be inexplicable. As for the two lower gardens, the second of the 
two will be a state of beatific vision, but not a state of union; now this vision, like union, will be 
“vertical” in relation to a “horizontal”12 or phenomenal and specifically human beatitude. This 
is one of the meanings, along with other symbolisms, of the crowns of uncreated light that the 
elect will wear, according to a Christian tradition; and this meaning applies with all the more 
reason, at an unsurpassable degree of reality, to the coronation of the Virgin. 

In the famous prayer of Ibn Mashish, which is concerned with the Logos or the Haqīqatu 
Muhammadiyah, mention is made of the “radiance of Beauty” and of the “overflowing of 

8 We have no intention of denying the problematical character of such an expression; in other words, it is ill-sounding because 
it is too elliptical: the relativity of the “God” of the formula is not explained. 
9 The jinn are the subtle or animistic beings situated between corporeal creatures and angelic creatures. Each one of these 
three degrees comprises peripheral states and one central state; on earth there are animal species and there is man, as in Heaven 
there are angels and archangels; the latter are identified with the “Spirit of God” (ar-Rūh). Likewise, there are two kinds of 
jinn: those belonging to the central state can be believers and win Paradise; they are the ones the Sūrah of “The Jinn” speaks of. 
10 According to other commentators—Qashani foremost—the two other gardens are on the contrary higher than the first 
two, though this question of symbolic presentation is without importance here. 
11 Sambhoga-kāya, the “body of heavenly Delight”, and Dharma-kāya”, the “body of the Law”, the Divine Essence. 
12 We could just as well speak of a “circular” garden and an “axial” garden, in conformity with a geometric symbolism not 
at all difficult to understand. 
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Glory”: apart from other meanings, this can refer to the two heavenly degrees that we have 
just spoken of. In erotic symbolism, this is the difference between the vision of the beloved 
and union with him: in the second case, form is extinguished, just as the accidents are resorbed 
into the Substance and just as the divine Qualities lose their differentiation in the Essence. This 
extinction or this resorption, or again this indifferentiation, pertains to what we have previ-
ously called the perspective of centripetal rays, as opposed to the perspective of concentric 
circles:13 according to the first mystery, that of continuity or inclusiveness—and this is infinitely 
more than a way of seeing14—“every thing is Ātmā”, and direct union is therefore possible;15 

according to the second mystery, that of discontinuity or of exclusiveness, “Brahman is not in 
the world”, and the separation between created and uncreated orders is consequently absolute, 
hence irreducible. It is only on the basis of this irreducibility that it is possible to conceive ad-
equately of the inclusive homogeneity of the Real and of its spiritual consequence, the mystery 
of Identity or the “Paradise of the Essence”. 

13  This is the complementarity between the “axial” dimension and the “circular” dimension. 
14 In the principial order, a perspective is determined by an objective reality; it is not the “point of view” that as it were cre-
ates the “aspect”, unless one dare speak of a “divine point of view”. 
15 Given that indirect union, precisely, is preexistent; in other words, it is realized in advance through the divine homogene-
ity of the Universe, which pantheism would account for if it had the complementary and crucial notion of transcendence. The 
geometric symbol of this homogeneity, which is not “material” but transcendent, is the spiral, for it combines the perspective 
of the concentric circles with that of the rays. 
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The Spread of the Illuminationist  
School of Suhrawardi  

by  
Seyyed Hossein Nasr  

AFTER the early period of Islamic history during which the major intellectual and religious 
perspectives were crystallized and delineated, there is no figure in Islamic intellectual life who 
has left as much influence upon the later theosophical and philosophical schools of Islam as 
Suhrawardi, except for Ibn Arabi, who was almost his contemporary and whose influence in 
the eastern lands of Islam was often concurrent with that of Shaykh al-ishraq (the “Master of 
Ishraq”). Yahya ibn Habash Amirak Suhrawardi, known in Persia as Shaykh al-ishraq, lived but 
38 years, having been born in Suhraward near Zanjan in 549/1155, and martyred in Aleppo in 
587/1191. With the account of this short but meteoric career we are not concerned here1 nor 
do we propose to analyse the tenets of the new “Theosophy of the Orient of Light” (hikmat 
al-ishraq) established by him.2 Our task is to survey the manner in which his ideas spread and 
the effect they had upon subsequent phases of intellectual life primarily in the East but also in 
the West. 

Of the immediate students and disciples of Suhrawardi there remains no trace save for 
reference to the names of one or two men who were his followers.3 His first real disciple was 
Shams al-Din Muhammad Shahrazuri,4 who lived in the seventh/thirteenth century and wrote 
commentaries upon his works as well as a moving account of his life in the Nuzhat al-arwah wa 
rawdat al-afrah.5 The dates of the life of Shahrazuri make it most unlikely that he could have 
been a direct disciple of Suhrawardi, but the intimate manner in which he speaks of ishraqi doc-
trines and the Shaykh al-ishraq himself leave no doubt that he belonged directly to Suhrawardi’s 
school, being perhaps a disciple of one of his disciples. In any case one can state with certainty 
that he received the oral transmission which in Islamic philosophy is a necessary complement 
to the written text and a condition sine qua non for a full understanding of traditional doctrines. 
Shahrazuri was the great propagator and commentator of Suhrawardi’s teachings, playing a role 
that is in many ways analogous to that of Sadr al-Din al-Qunyawi vis-a-vis Ibn Arabi. Shahrazuri 

1 Concerning the life of Suhrawardi see H. Corbin’s two prolegomena to Suhrawardi, Opera Metaphysica et Mystica, vol. I, 
Istanbul, 1945 and vol. II, Tehran-Paris, 1951; S. H. Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, Cambridge (U.S.A.), 1964, Chapter II; S. H. Nasr, 
“Suhrawardi” in M. M. Sharif (ed.), A History of Muslim Philosophy, vol. I, Wiesbaden, 1963, pp. 372-398. 
2 Concerning the doctrines of Suhrawardi and his school see the above mentioned works as well as Corbin, Les motifs Zoroas-
triens dans la philosophie Sohrawardi, Tehran, 1325 (A. H. solàr). 
3 In the Bustan al-jami’ (ed. by C. Cahen), Bulletin d’Etudes Orientales vol. VII-VIII, Damascus, 1938, p. 150, the name of 
one Shams al-Din is mentioned as his student but the identity of this figure is not known. 
4 Concerning Shahrazuri see Kanz al-hikmah by D. Durri, which is a Persian translation of the Nuzhat al-arwah, Tehran, 1316 
(A. H. solar), p. 11. Durri argues from a treatise on the creation of the world (huduth) by Mulla Shamsa in which it is stated that 
Qutb al-Din Shirazi has cited Shahrazuri that Shahrazuri lived in the seventh/thirteenth century. Other indications substantiate 
the fact that Shahrazuri, whose biography is unknown to us, was still alive during the last decades of the seventh/thirteenth 
century. See also Sachau, Chronologie Orientalischer Volker von Albiruni, Leipzig, 1878, introduction, p.p L-LI. 
5 O. Spies has given the Arabic text of this biographical account in his edition of Suhrawardi, Three Treatises on Mysticism, 
Stuttgart, pp. 90-121; in our recent edition of Suhrawardi’s Persian works, Oeuvres philosophiques et mystigues, vol. II, II, Teh-
ran-Paris, 1970, Persian introduction, pp. 13-30, we have also given a new edited version of Shahrazuri’s biographical account 
of Suhrawardi as well as its Persian translation by the tenth/sixteenth century scholar Maqsud Mi Tabrizi. 
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wrote a commentary upon the Talwihat of Suhrawardi in 680/1281,6 and the first commentary 
upon the Hikmat al-ishraq, upon which all later commentaries have relied in one way or other.7 

The seventh/thirteenth century witnessed a wide general interest in the writings of 
Suhrawardi and in fact it was during this century that ishraqi doctrines penetrated into the 
intellectual centers of Persia and also Anatolia and Syria. Besides the commentary of Shahrazuri 
upon the Talwihat, at nearly the same time two other commentaries were also written upon 
this important work, that of Ibn Kammunah, written in 667/1269, and that of Allamah Hilli, 
completed sometimes before 693/1293. Hilli’s own master, Nasir al-Din Tusi, although the 
reviver of Ibn Sina’s philosophy and known most of all for his contributions to Peripatetic 
(mashsha’i) philosophy through his Sharh alisharat wa’ 1-tanbihat, was not only acquainted 
with Suhrawardi but also influenced by him, especially in the question of God’s knowledge 
of the world. The influence of Suhrawardi upon Nasir al-Din in fact did not go unnoticed by 
later Islamic philosophers themselves, so that for example Mulla Sadra mentions it in his com-
mentary upon Abhari’s al-Hidayah.8 Athir al-Din Abhari himself, although known mostly for 
his Peripatetic al-Hidayah, was deeply influenced by Suhrawardi and in his Kashf al-haqa’iq fi 
tahrir al-daqa’iq follows the master of Ishraq completely.9 Also during the seventh/thirteenth 
century another of Nasir al-Din’s students and himself one of the foremost hakims of Persia, 
Qutb al-Din Shirazi, composed the second major commentary upon the Hikmat al-ishraq, 
which although based on that of Shahrazuri became much better known than Shahrazuri’s 
work. The first printed lithographed edition of the Hikmat al-ishraq, which appeared in Tehran 
in 1315 (A.H. solar), contains the commentary of Qutb al-Din, and for the past seven centuries 
nearly all students of ishraqi theosophy have seen Suhrawardi through the eyes of Qutb al-Din. 

By the beginning of the eight/fourteenth century the ishraqi school had become definitely 
established in Persia and henceforth it remained as an important element of the intellectual life 
of not only Persia but also the eastern lands of Islam where the Persian Islamic culture has been 
dominant. In order to study the propagation of Suhrawardi’s teachings it would be necessary 
to follow their spread stage by stage in four different regions: in Persia itself, in the Ottoman 
world, in the Indo-Pakistani sub-continent and finally in the West where the whole question of 
whether Suhrawardi was ever known or not must be examined. 

Let us begin with the Ottoman world. The proximity of Aleppo to Anatolia and the spread 
of gnostic teachings mostly from Qunya in the seventh/thirteenth century in the Turkish 
speaking areas of the region made the teachings of the ishraqi school both easily accessible and 
intellectually attractive in the region that was later to become the heartland of the Ottoman 
empire. Unfortunately, as far as we have been able to discover, no systematic study of Islamic 
philosophy in the Turkish speaking parts of the Ottoman empire has been made save for the 
domain that touches upon the gnostic school of Ibn Arabi. But the large number of manuscripts 
of Suhrawardi found in Turkish libraries especially in Istanbul, often copied by Turkish scribes, 
the presence of commentaries and marginal notes upon these works in Arabic and Persian as 
well as in Turkish by scholars of that region and the presence of many ideas of an “ishraqi color” 

6 See M.T. Danechpazhuh, Fihrist-i kitabkhanay-i ihda’i-yi Aqa-Sayyid Muhammad Mishkat bi kitabkhanay-i Danish-gah-i 
Tihran, vol. III, part I, Tehran, 1332, p. 212.
7 See ibid., p. 455. On the commentaries upon the Hikmat al-ishraq see Corbin, prolegomena to vol. II of Suhrawardi, Opera  
Metaphysica et Mystica, pp. 59-64.  
8  See Sadr al-Din Shirazi, Sharh al-hidayat al-athiriyyah, Tehran, 1313, (A.H. lunar), pp. 366-367. 
9  See Corbin, prolegomena to vol. I of Opera Metaphysica et Mystica, p. XXI, note 29. 
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in the writings of later Turkish Sufis of the school of Ibn Arabi all indicate the extent of the 
influence of Suhrawardi in a part of the Islamic world where much remains to be discovered 
through the study of manuscript material that has not received the attention it deserves until 
now. 

In Persia itself, upon the solid foundations established during the seventh/thirteenth centu-
ry, a long chain of ishraqi hakims appeared on the scene culminating with the Safavid sages such 
as Mir Damad and Mulla Sadra, who were deeply impregnated with the teachings of the Master 
of Ishraq. Nearly all the Persian philosophers and hakims between the seventh/thirteenth and 
tenth/sixteenth centuries, such as Qutb al-Din Razi, Ibn Turkah Isfahani, Jalal al-Din Dawani, 
the two Dashtakis and Sayyid Sharif Jurjani, were influenced by Suhrawardi, and many wrote 
commentaries upon his works, the writings of Dawani being particularly important in this 
respect. Dawani and Ghiyath al-Din Mansur Dashtaki wrote commentaries upon the Hayakil 
al-Nur and Wadud Tabrizi on al-Alwah al-‘imadiyyah as well as glosses upon Qutb al-Din’s 
commentary upon the Hikmat al-ishraq. 

Meanwhile both the Sufis of the school of Ibn Arabi and Shi‘ite theologians became inter-
ested in and impregnated by Suhrawardi’s teachings during this period of general rapproche-
ment between the different Islamic intellectual perspectives in Persia.10 Such masters of gnosis 
as ‘Abd al-Razzaq Kashani and Da‘ud Qaysari were well aware of ishraqi teachings while Ibn 
Turkah sought consciously to combine the teachings of Ibn Arabi and Suhrawardi. We must 
also remember that Qutb al-Din Shirazi himself was not only the great expositor of ishraqi 
teachings but also a Sufi and student of Sadr al-Din al-Qunyawi. The nature of ishraqi teachings 
is such as to provide a bridge between philosophy based on ratiocination and pure gnosis. It 
therefore became inextricably bound up with certain of the later schools of Sufism especially 
that of Ibn ‘Arabi, and the source of ishraq for the ishraqi hakims remained always the light of 
Islamic esotericism contained usually in Sufism and occasionally in other forms which Islamic 
esotericism has taken in Shi‘ism. 11 

The integration of ishraqi teachings into Shi‘ism was for this and other complex reasons, 
which we cannot delve into on this occasion, rapid and profound, with the result that during 
later centuries most of the ishraqis have been Shi‘ite. During the period pre-dating the Safavids, 
such Shi‘ite theologians as Sayyid Haydar Amuli and especially Ibn Abi Jumhur prepared the 
ground for the integration of ishraqi wisdom into the perspective of Shi‘ism. The basic work of 
Ibn Abi Jumhur, Kitab al-mujli, contains major theses of ishraqi theosophy. 

The above tendencies culminated in the great renaissance of the Islamic sciences and es-
pecially theosophy or hikmat-i ilahi during the Safavid period. Nearly all the major figures of 
this era, such as Mir Damad, Mir Findiriski, Mulla Sadra, Sayyid Ahmad ‘Alawi, Mulla Shamsa 
Gilani, Mulla Muhsin Fayd Kashani, ‘Abd al-Razzaq Lahiji and Qadi Sa‘id Qummi, not to speak 
of the later traditional philosophers who have carried this tradition to the present day in Persia, 
were influenced by Suhrawardi. In fact the whole intellectual effort of the Safavid period is un-
imaginable without the figure of Suhrawardi, even if Mulla Sadra did found a new intellectual 

10 We have dealt with this question in several of our works, including Three Muslim Sages, pp. 79-82 and also Islamic Studies. 
Beirut, 1966, pp. 113-114. 
11 One must remember that although ishraqi usually refers to the school of Suhrawardi, because of the universality of the 
symbolism of light certain Sufis, especially of the Shadhiliyyah Order, have been called ishraqi without this term referring spe-
cifically to Suhrawardi and his school. See for example the Illumination in Islamic Mysticism of ‘Abd al-Mawahib al-Shadhili, 
translated by E. Jurji, Prince-ton, 1938. 
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perspective based upon the “principality of existence” (asalat al-wujud) opposed to Suhrawardi 
“principiality of quiddity” (asalat al-mahiyyah). Despite this difference his vision of the Uni-
verse remains organically bound to that of Suhrawardi.12 

The Safavid period, more particularly the eleventh/seventeenth century, witnessed two 
translations of the Hikmat al-ishraq into Persian, one made by Makmud Sharif ibn Harawi in 
1008/1599 and the other by the Zoroastrian Farzanah Bahram ibn Farshad, a disciple of Adhar 
Kaywan who was still alive in 1048/1638. This period was also witness to the commentary 
of Najm al-Din Hajji Mahmud Tabrizi upon the Hikmat al-ishraq and the masterful glosses 
(ta’liqat) of Mulla Sadra upon the same work, the latter being one of the most important 
writings in the tradition of Islamic theosophy and philosophy on eschatology.13 But more than 
these commentaries, the influence of Suhrawardi is seen during this period in the works of the 
hakims of the age, whose writings are replete with references to the teachings of Suhrawardi. 
In fact one of the most outstanding of them, Mir Damad, even chose as his pen-name Ishraq to 
demonstrate his close association with the spiritual universe of Suhrawardi. 

As for the sub-continent, the main thrust of Islamic philosophy into that region can be al-
most identified with the spread of the ishraqi school in that land. Although from the Ghaznavid 
period a certain amount of knowledge of Islamic philosophy existed in some of the western 
regions of the sub-continent, mostly in Isma‘ili circles, it was with the Tughrul kings of Delhi 
such as Sultan Muhammad and Firuz Shah and especially the Moguls that Islamic philosophy 
really found a home in the sub-continent and began to gain a notable following. The key figure 
perhaps in the spread of Islamic philosophy at this time was Fathallah Shirazi, himself a student 
of Ghiyath al-Din Mansur Dashtaki,14 who was thoroughly acquainted with ishraqi theosophy 
and taught its tenets in the subcontinent. Nearly all later Muslim philosophers of the region, 
who were in fact closely associated with the “School of Ispahan” and the writings of Mir Da-
mad and Mulla Sadra, were also closely associated with the universe of discourse of ishraqi 
theosophy and many of them were ishraqis. The fame of the Hikmat al-ishraq and Hayakil al 
nur in Muslim circles of the sub continent has been hardly less than in Persia itself. Moreover, it 
must be re-membered that the two translations of the Hikmat al ishraq into Persian, which at 
that time was the common cultural language of Persia and India, are closely connected with the 
intellectual world of the sub-continent. Mahmud ibn Harawi’s translation contains references 
to Sufism as it developed in the sub-continent and Bahram ibn Farshad’s translation belongs 
to an interesting but as yet little studied aspect of a religious movement that began in Shiraz 
but played its most important role in Akbar’s court. Moreover, the translator was met by the 
author of Dabistan al-madhahib in Lahore and the translation itself may have been made in the 
sub-continent. 

Bahram ibn Farshad belonged to the circle of the Zoroastrian priest, Adhar Kaywan, who 
had left Shiraz with his followers to settle in India. Adhar Kaywan and his disciples were deeply 
influenced by the teachings of Suhrawardi and considered themselves to be ishraqis. The Dabi-
stan al-madhahib in fact mentions several figures of this school by name as being ishraqis.15 The 

12 Sadr al-Din Shirazi, Le Livre des penetrations metaphysiques, Tehran-Paris, 1964, the introduction of H. Corbin, chapters 
IV and V.
13 See H. Corbin, “La theme de la resurrection chez Molla Sadra Shirazi (0150.1640) commentateur de Sohrawardi  
(587.1191)”, Studies in Mysticism and Religion presented to Gershom G. Scholem, Jerusalem, 1967, pp. 71-115.  
14  See M.A. Alvi and A. Rahman, Fathullah Shirazi, A Sixteenth Century Indian Scientist, New Delhi, 1968. 
15  See Corbin, prolegomena to vol. I of Suhrawardi, Opera Metaphysica et Mystica, p. LVII. 
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spread of the teachings of Suhrawardi, which had already integrated the angelology of Zoroas-
trianism into the gnostic dimension of Islam, into Zoroastrian circles that had lived already for 
centuries within the bosom of the Islamic world, is yet another startling facet of the ramifica-
tions of Suhrawardi’s doctrines in the later spiritual history of the East. His role in fact in the 
religious life of Akbar’s court and the different attempts to create a bridge between Islam and 
Hinduism has as yet to be made clear. There is no doubt, however, that through several chan-
nels such as Fathallah Shirazi, certain currents of Sufism, the school of Dara Shukuh and the 
movement of Adhar Kaywan his ideas played a major role in the intellectual and spiritual life 
of the sub-continent at that time and during subsequent centuries up to the Khayrabadi school 
and Iqbal himself. Even Hindu circles were to become acquainted with Suhrawardi and some 
of his writings came to be known by Hindu scholars and sages. 

In glancing over the spread of Suhrawardi’s teachings in the East one is startled by the degree 
that it influenced even the titles of philosophical and theosophical writings. The earlier works 
of Islamic philosophy such as those of Ibn Sina have names often associated with knowledge or 
the cure of ignorance such as the Najat, Shifa and al-Isharat wa’l-tanbihat or simply referring 
to the contents of the book such as most of the treatises of al-Kindi, Farabi and Muhammad 
ibn Zakariyya Razi. Under the influence of ishraqi theosophy many titles began to appear after 
the seventh/thirteenth century which were in one way or another connected with the symbol-
ism of light. The appearance of such titles is not only contemporary with Suhrawardi and the 
spread of ishraqi wisdom but definitely caused by this spread. Those who are acquainted with 
the gnostic, theosophical and philosophical literature of Persia and the Indian sub-continent 
during the past seven centuries will readily recall such titles as the Lama’at of ‘Iraqi, the Kitab 
al-mujli of Ibn Abi Jumhur, the Ashi’at al-Lama’at of Jami, the Jadhawat of Mir Damad, the 
Shawariq and the Mashriq al-ilham of Lahiji, all written in Persian and the al-Shams al-bazighah 
of Mulla Mahmud Junpuri, one of the most famous works of hikmat in India. Even the Shi‘ite 
theological encyclopedia of Majlisi, the Bihar al-anwar, has an ishraqi title. The title of the fa-
mous al-Mabahith al-mashriqiyyah of Fakhr al-Din Razi, the contemporary of Suhrawardi, may 
also be recalled, but in this case the title is not connected with the ishraqi school. The above-
mentioned works and many others of this period which mark a definite departure from the title 
of works of the earlier period of Islamic history can be partially explained by the influence of 
the “Oriental philosophy” (al-hikmat al-mashriqiyyah) of Ibn Sina and the Mishkat al-anwar 
of Ghazzali, not to speak of Ibn Arabi who already possessed a definite “ishraqi dimension” in 
addition to his purely gnostic (‘irfani) aspect and whose influence is particularly important in 
the case of ‘Iraqi and Jami. But the major reason for this change of tone and color in the later 
works of hikmat and the noticeable change in their titles is Suhrawardi and his ishraqi school. 

* * * 

When we turn to the question of the spread of the school of Illumination in the West we must 
distinguish between the general doctrine of illumination and the doctrines specifically associ-
ated with the school of Suhrawardi. Before the Aristotelianization of Christian theology in the 
thirteenth century the Western theologians shared for the most part the view of St. Augustine 
that “the mind knows the truth in the same way that the physical eye sees a body” (menti hoc 
est itelligere, quod sensui ridere)16 According to St. Augustine the angels are not the instruments 

16 St. Augustine, De Ordine, II, 3, 10. This view is also confirmed in his Soliloquies and explained by E. Gilson in his The 
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of illumination but only prepare the soul for the illumination that comes from God. Herein lies 
the major difference between the Augustinian theory of knowledge and that of Suhrawardi. 
Nevertheless, the belief in illumination in Augustinian theology made this theology more akin 
to the ishraqi doctrines that were to sweep the Islamic world nearly at the same time that Au-
gustinian theology was to be replaced by Thomism in the West. Even an exact contemporary 
of Suhrawardi, the Cistercian monk Isaac of Stella could write, “Just as, although the eye of 
the flesh has from nature the faculty of seeing, and the ear that of hearing, the eye never attains 
vision through itself, or the ear hearing, without the aid of the outer light or sound; so also the 
rational spirit, being by the gift of creation capable of knowing the true and loving the good, 
never attains the actuality of wisdom or charity except when flooded with the radiance and 
inflamed with the heat of the inner light.”17 

Strangely enough Suhrawardi was never translated directly into Latin and was never able to 
help fortify and sustain this tradition. His name was never officially known to the West because 
he appeared on the scene at the very moment when the first major period of translation in Spain 
was drawing to a close. During this era the earlier Muslim Peripatetics had been translated and 
these translations were in turn interpreted in such a way as to make the atmosphere in West-
ern intellectual circles ever less conducive to the reception of ishraqi doctrines. Even Ibn Sina 
was only half studied, his “Oriental philosophy” having been officially completely neglected.18 

It seems that at this crucial moment of the parting of the ways between Islam and the West, 
the Islamic world was becoming ever more fully conscious of itself as an “Orient” (mashriq) in 
both a geographical and symbolical sense, thus turning ever more away from the rationalism of 
the earlier Peripatetic philosophy to the illumination and ecstasy of ishraq and ‘irfan. The West 
which had been in many ways an “Orient” in the ishraqi sense of the term and had possessed a 
traditional civilization which more than in any other period of its known history resembled the 
great Oriental civilizations, was now becoming an Occident, not only geographically but also in 
the ishraqi sense of concerning itself with the domain of ratiocination that is cut off from the 
illumination of the Divine Intellect. The migration of Ibn Arabi from Andalusia to Syria and 
the lack of receptivity in the West to the ishraqi doctrines of Suhrawardi are symptoms of this 
event and in fact symbolic of the parting of ways between two worlds which until now had 
been treading a similar course. Needless to say men like Dante and Eckhart were yet to appear 
but the tendency had already begun in the West in the direction of the “Occident” or maghrib 
of the intellectual world, in the direction of rationalism which finally with the razor of Ockham 
was to put an end to the life of scholastic theology, at least as the main intellectual force in the 
West. 

On the margin of this movement, however, the mystical and illuminative tendencies con-
tinued to assert themselves and in this domain there may have been contacts with the teach-
ings of Suhrawardi, although this will not be fully known until all the manuscripts are studied. 
This influence is most likely in the Oxford school of the thirteenth century and such figures as 
Roger Bacon and even Robert Grossteste. The latter has been credited by Crombie as being the 
founder of the experimental method,19 so that some may think him to stand at the antipode of 

Christian Philosophy of St. Augustine, trans. by L. E. M. Lynch, New York, 1960; pp. 77-88.
17  Quoted by G. B. Burch in his Early Medieval Philosophy, New York, 1951, p. 118.  
18 This has been fully treated by H. Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital, trans. by W. Trask, New York, 1960, pp.  
101-122, and S. H. Nasr, Three Muslim Sages, pp. 45-51.  
19  See A. C. Crombie, Robert Grossteste and the Origins of Experimental Science 1100-1700, Oxford, 1953.
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illuminative theosophy. But both in Islam and medieval and even Renaissance Europe interest 
in the observation of nature and experiment often went hand in hand with gnostic and illu-
minationist tendencies rather than with rationalism, for the mystic and not rationalist sought 
after the “vision” of things in their essential reality and tried to remove the mental image which 
separates the subject from the object. Many ishraqis in the East also, foremost among them 
Qutb al-Din Shirazi, were well-known physicists and observers of nature.20 Be that as it may, 
we know of the interest of the Oxford school in illumination and that Roger Bacon even wore 
the dress of the ishraqis and lectured upon them. Whether this “ishraqi” interest of Bacon re-
fers to the “Oriental philosophy” of Ibn Sina or to Suhrawardi himself remains to be discovered. 
No definite conclusion can be reached until many more Latin manuscripts, especially those of 
this school, are studied. 

The possibility of acquaintance with Suhrawardi in Spain during the seventh/thirteenth 
century certainly existed because already Ibn Sab‘in of Andalusia who lived at this time in the 
Maghrib refers to the Talwihat in his al-Risalat al-faqiriyyah, and this fact testifies to the wide-
spread acquaintance with Suhrawardi throughout the Islamic world of that time. Whether a 
man like Roger Bacon, who could read Arabic, could have gained access to one of Suhrawardi’s 
actual works is a question which as mentioned above cannot be answered at the present 
moment. Also components and elements that formed part of the synthesis that Suhrawardi 
achieved in his Hikmat al-ishraq, such as Hermeticism, reached the West independently during 
the eleventh and twelfth centuries so that some of the alchemical and Hermetical writes bear 
much resemblance to Suhrawardi in certain aspects of their teachings. 

The example of Raymond Lull comes particularly to mind in this connection. 
Not withstanding these possible lines of contact and influence it can be said that ishraqi 

theosophy did not penetrate into the mainstream of Western intellectual life. Rather, with the 
triumph of Aristotelianism and the weakening of the more intellectual currents of Christian 
mysticism illumination became more and more relegated to a marginal place until it became 
completely divorced from the official theology of the main religious authority in the West, 
namely the Church. In the general development of European philosophy also, despite the ap-
pearance of the Cambridge Platonists and a few less influential German philosophers of the 
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries like Schelling and Franz van Badder, there was no possibil-
ity of an ishraqi type of wisdom, seeing that this philosophy had become divorced from both 
religion and true mysticism and therefore any possible and legitimate source of illumination. 
The greatest paradox can be seen in the fact that the age which had completely forgotten illu-
mination in the sense that Suhrawardi gives to it and had moved to the very extremities of the 
“Occident” of the ishraqi theosophers is called in some of the Latin languages such as Italian the 
age of “illumination” (illuminismo). 

But in as much as the need for true illumination could never be completely suppressed illu-
minationist teachings appeared from time to time under occultist colors ever more opposed to 
established religious authority, until in the eighteenth century such movements as the “Illumi-
nated of Bavaria” founded by Adam Weishaupt opposed all established religious authority and 
hierarchy. The outcome was a far cry from the destiny of ishraqi theosophy in Persia where by 
the Safavid period the most revered religious authorities were teaching Suhrawardi in corners of 

20 This question has been dealt with in our Science and Civilization in Islam, Cambridge (U.S.A.), 1968, in several different 
chapters. 
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mosques to pious students who never missed a canonical prayer and who saw the ishraqi school 
as a natural growth of one of the branches from the trunk of Islamic intellectual life. 

* * * 

Although the subject of this paper does not really cover the modern period, we can not but add 
a few remarks as a postscript concerning the spread of the teachings of Suhrawardi today in both 
East and West, for the story of the spread of his influence has not yet come to an end. In Persia 
Suhrawardi continues as a major intellectual force and it is around him and Mulla Sadra that 
most of the contemporary students of traditional Islamic philosophy rally21 With the coming 
of modern nationalism, which has resuscitated pre-Islamic sentiments in the minds of certain 
modernists, the synthesis of Suhrawardi, who integrated the spiritual legacy of ancient Persia 
into the intellectual world-view of Islam, appears as particularly precious. And his impeccable 
and beautiful philosophical prose in Persian is without doubt a stimulus for the rejuvenation of 
Persian as a language of intellectual discourse in contemporary terms22 As long as traditional hik-
mat and of course the traditional religious teachings and the spiritual discipline which underlie 
the whole structure of ishraqi theosophy subsist, the influence of Suhrawardi will continue to 
shine on the intellectual horizon of Persia and much of the rest of the Islamic world. 

Even in the West Suhrawardi is now finally becoming known after centuries of neglect, 
almost completely due to the indefatigable efforts of H. Corbin. In a West where the post-
Renaissance development of philosophy has reached a dead-end and the purely rationalistic 
and positivistic schools vie with completely anti-rationalistic philosophies, the synthesis of 
reason and illumination achieved by Suhrawardi appeals to many minds, not to speak of the 
vast world of symbols and metaphysical doctrines, which has attracted many who have become 
acquainted with his writings. Even the young who seek “illumination” through drugs think 
that they are interested in Suhrawardi.23 Acquaintance with his writings is therefore bound to 
increase in the future. 

But it must be stated clearly for the sake of both the serious student and he who is look-
ing for adventure that the ishraqi theosophy of Suhrawardi is a traditional doctrine of a sacred 
nature that cannot become fully assimilated except by being coupled with the proper spiritual 
discipline of an orthodox tradition. One can read Suhrawardi and gain an intellectual under-
standing of him. This is already a great deal and needs an intellectual intuition which is a gift of 
heaven and does not come easily. But to become an actual ishraqi, to receive that illumination 
which transforms one’s whole being and results in that ecstacy or wajd described by Suhrawardi 
at the end of his Hikmat al-ishraq, one must follow the way of Suhrawardi himself and practice 
the methods of Sufism or analogous spiritual techniques. The ishraqi theosophy serves most 
of all the purpose of depicting a Universe in which the necessity of such practices becomes a 
blinding evidence, a Universe whose very beauty in fact draws those who possess the necessary 
qualifications to the doorway of the practical spiritual life, inasmuch as the vision itself is the 

21 See H. Corbin, “The Force of Traditional Philosophy in Iran Today,” Studies in Comparative Religion. Winter, 1968, pp. 
12-26. 
22 On the significance of the Persian works of Suhrawardi see S. H. Nasr, “The Persian works of Shaykh al-ishraq Shihab al-Din 
Suhrawardi,” The Islamic Quarterly, Vol. XII, 1968, No. 1-2, pp. 3-8. 
23 Some time ago the founder of the “cult of LSD” sent me a message asking for a meeting to be arranged between us, saying 
that since we were both interested in illumination we had much to talk about. 
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fruit of having lived such a life. In Persia Suhrawardi’s teachings have for centuries performed 
this important spiritual task. Let us hope that as a living expression of perennial metaphysics 
they will also perform this task for the few in the West who have detected the real malady of 
our age and are seeking after the real cures, those who have come to realize that the reform of 
the world and of society begins with the reform of oneself.24 

24  “The only means of ‘reforming’ a religion is to reform oneself.” F. Schuon, “No Activity Without Truth,” Studies in Com-
parative Religion, Autumn, 1969, p. 199. 
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The International Institute of Shanghai,  
an Eastern Parliament of Religions  

by  
Donald H. Bishop  

IN the September, 1913, issue of The Open Court Paul Carus, the editor, wrote: “There seems 
to be very little probability of a repetition of the Religious Parliament which took place at 
Chicago in the memorable year 1893. Nevertheless the idea is not dead. On the contrary the 
seeds sown there are scattered throughout the world and take root in different countries and 
in different minds”.1 One of the places where a seed was sown was Shanghai, China; and one 
of the minds in which the idea took root was Gilbert H. Reid’s, the founder in 1894 of the 
International Institute of China. 

Reid was born in 1857 at Laurel, New York. He graduated from Hamilton College and 
Union Theological Seminary. On finishing at the latter he went immediately to Chefoo, Shan-
tung province, China as a missionary of the Presbyterian Church. Reid became increasingly 
restless under the Missionary Board from 1882 to 1893, primarily because missionary activity 
was carried on almost exclusively among the lower classes. He believed that Christianity would 
be much more persuasive in China if it were spread among the upper classes, the literati and 
mandarins, who in turn would influence others, for it was a time honored maxim of Chinese 
thought that “the influential, whether in wealth or learning, in scientific acquirement or official 
position, in morals or religion, should use their superior influence not for themselves but for 
those who are in need or are less favored”.2 

When Reid returned to the United States on furlough in 1893, he requested permission 
from the Missionary Board in New York City to undertake special work among the literati. 
“You had better preach among the common people, as the other missionaries do,” was their 
answer.3 Agreement being impossible, Reid severed his relationships with the Board and in early 
1894 returned to China to set up an independent organization. It was first called “The Mission 
Among the Higher Classes” and later “The International Institute of China”. Its aim was “to 
advance the cause of international harmony and good will, and the cause of truth and righteous-
ness, with special reference to the welfare of China”,4 “to bring together in one body kindred 
spirits of every nation and every religion. . .”,5 or to bring about “. . . peace and harmony, friend-
ship and good will, along three lines, between Chinese and those of other nationalities, between 
Christians and those of other religious Faiths, and between one set of Chinese and another”.6 

As indicated above, a major aim of the Institute was to bring about conciliation between 
the followers of the various faiths in China. To achieve it a Religious Committee or Section, as 

1  Paul Carus, The International Institute of China. The Open Court XXVII (Sept. 1913), p. 562.
2 The International Journal. Gilbert Reid, editor. V (July 2, 1927) p. 8.  
3 Annual Report of the International Institute of China. 1914, p. 34.  
4 Annual Report. 1913. p. 1.  
5 Annual Report. 1926. p. 39.  
6 Ibid., p. 17.
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it was called, was formed, consisting of 20 members.7 Beginning in 1910 it sponsored monthly 
meetings, and from 1912 to 1927, except when Reid was away, weekly Sunday meetings at 
which leaders of each religion talked. Among the better known speakers were the Confucian-
ists Tang Tsu-an, Chen Huan-chang, Wu Ting-fang, Liang T’ien Chu, and the “noted scholar,“ 
Ku Chu-Rau, “who gave an instructive address on Confucianism and prayer”8; the Buddhists 
Tsung Yang from Shanghai and Tasuku Harada from Japan; the Moslem mullahs Mah I-chih, Ha 
Shou-fu and Wang Sheng-fu; the Taoists Chao Chui-shui and Chang Tien Shih, and Professor 
Teje Singh, a Sikh from India.9 

Speakers on Christianity included the Reverend C. E. Darwent, for a number of years pas-
tor of the Union Church in Shanghai; the head of the Christian Literature Society for China, 
Dr. Timothy Richard, “that great mind and heart from Wales, who made in many respects the 
greatest impression on my life from the very time I landed in China”;10 Reverend W. H. Lacy, 
D. D. of the Methodist Publishing House in Shanghai; Reverend Dr. W. A. P. Martin, “one of the 
greatest men who has come from abroad to teach and help China”,11 as well as Dr. Reid himself, 
and a number of visiting clergymen from the United States such as Professor George W. Knox; 
Reverend Charles W. Wendte, founder of the Conferences of Free Religious Liberals; Henry C. 
Mabie, secretary of the American Baptist Union; and Josiah Strong, D. D. of the Bible House in 
New York City.12 Often a series of meetings were held around a single theme such as The Con-
cept of Prayer, Truths Common To All Religions, The Hopes of the Different Religions, The 
Teachings of the Great Religions, Religions and Morality, Religions and Revolution, Religions 
and Peace, Religions and the Present Crisis, with a representative of each religion speaking in 
turn each Sunday on the subject. 

The stimulus for the meetings which Reid himself referred to as “a permanent parliament 
of religions”13 and “a perpetual Congress of Religions”14 came from two sources, his own reli-
gious convictions and his familiarity with the 1893 Congress. Reid was a friend of a like-minded 
Methodist missionary in neighboring Tientsen. George T. Candlin. Both were at the meetings 
in Chicago and remained for eight days to attend the Congress of Missions which followed and 
at which they spoke. One of Reid’s professors at Union Theological Seminary, Phillip Schaff, 
was a Parliament speaker. Reid was acquainted with Paul Carus who became the secretary of 
the Continuing Committee of the Parliament. He knew a large number of the more liberal 

7 There were three other sections or committees, Educational, Commercial and Women’s, each carrying on its own program 
within the Institute. 
8  The North China Herald, 17 May 1913. 
9 The 24 May 1913 issue of The North China Herald reported that at the meeting at which Professor Singh spoke, “there 
were upwards of 100 of them, both men and women, and about an equal number of persons from other religions,” p. 534. 
In his 1913 report Reid wrote of the meeting, “Several of these meetings have been crowded and full of interest. The Sikh 
preacher drew many of the Sikh men and women in Shanghai. They seemed surprised that they could hold such a meeting 
under the auspices of the Institute.” p. 17. 
10 Annual Report, 1921. p. 23. 
11 Annual Report, 1917. p. 18. 
12 The representative nature of the Institute which was reflected in the Religious Section and meetings is indicated in a state-
ment in The Shanghai Mercury: “A more cosmopolitan gathering than that which attended Wednesday’s Semi-Annual Meeting 
of the International Institute . . . has not, so far as we are aware, ever before assembled in Shanghai. 
13 Annual Report, 1913. p. 12. 
14 Reverend Gilbert Reid, D.D. A Christian’s Appreciation of Other Faiths. Chicago Open Court Publishing Co., 1921. p. 202. 
Carus described the Institute as being: “devoted to the purpose of continuing in Shanghai the work of the Religious Parliament 
by adapting it to the local needs of Chinese conditions.” op. cit., p. 563. 
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clergymen of the time. Reid was a friend of such Unitarians as J. T. Sunderland who attended 
the Parliament and spoke at the Institute in 1913.15 He knew Professor J. Estlin Carpenter of 
Oxford and Reverend Bonet-Maury of Paris who spoke at the Parliament and staunchly sup-
ported the Institute. Reid was acquainted with the Buddhist delegate Dharmapala and invited 
him to speak at the Institute when he toured China in 1913.16 One of Reid’s closest friends 
and strongest supporter was Timothy Richard who was very interested in the Parliament even 
though he did not attend. 17 

Several parallels between the meetings at the International Institute and those of the Par-
liament may be noted. One is the representative nature of each. The diversity of speakers and 
themes at the Institute has been mentioned already. The cosmopolitan nature of the 1893 Par-
liament was manifested by the presence of such Oriental delegates as P. C. Mozoomdar, leader 
of the Brahmo Somaj, “whose thought, faith and eloquence conspire to produce a profound 
impression”;18 Swami Vivekananda, also from India, “the orange-robed monk who exercised a 
wonderful influence over his auditors”;19 Anagarika Dharmapala, “one of the rare and beautiful 
spirits attending the Parliament”;20 Virchand Gandhi, a Jain from Bombay; the Chinese scholar 
Pung Kwany Yu, who “was greeted with such manifestations of welcome, respect, and honor, 
as were surpassed in the case of no other speaker on the platform”;21 Soyen Shaku, a Zen Bud-
dhist from Japan, and Miss Sorabji of Bombay, “that exquisite specimen of redeemed Parsee 
Womanhood”.22 In addition to the large number from the United States, representatives came 
from Canada, England, France, Germany, Turkey, Russia, Syria, Greece and other countries. 
The majority of the world’s religions were represented. As one newspaper pointed out, “Upon 
the platform and in the body of the hall Christians sat next to Buddhists, Brahmins beside 
Greeks, followers of Confucius with the high priests of Theosophy, and Deists from Bombay 
and Calcutta with the primates of the Catholic Church in the new land”.23 

A second parallel is the identity of aim. In both cases the object was to promote tolerance 
and understanding, dispel prejudices and illusions, overcome fears and antagonisms, increase re-
spect for differing views, create a sense of unity and harmony among believers, and marshal the 
forces of religion against the evils of materialism, nationalism, war and other common enemies. 

15 In his 1915 report of October 15th Reid wrote, “For a time, as mentioned in our last Report, it seemed as if we were being 
deserted. . . . Unexpected help has come from Unitarian friends in the United States.” p. 11. The aid included an outright appro-
priation from The American Unitarian Association, the founding of a Billings Lectureship at the Institute similar to the Haskell 
one at the University of Chicago which Mrs. Haskell endowed, and the appointment of a young lady to the staff of the Institute, 
“with support guaranteed by the Unitarian Women’s Alliance in Canada and the States.” Reid added, “This is the first time 
that Unitarian Christians have been moved to apply their doctrine of universal brotherhood to this great nation of the Orient.” 
16  Dharmapala spoke 16 September on the topic, “The Social Gospel of Buddha.” The North China Herald. 20 September 
1913. p. 882. 
17 Through the Christian Literature Society Richard sponsored an essay contest among Chinese students, the first prize essay 
being translated by him and read at the Parliament. Reverend John Henry Barrows. The World’s Parliament of Religions. Chi-
cago, 1893. p. 596. Further, Richard was instrumental in having an explanation of Taoism sent to the Parliament of Religions 
by Chang Yuan Hsu, the head of the Taoists temples in the southern part of the province of Kian Sia. Richard also spoke at the 
Institute in 1913. The Open Court, September, 1913. p. 565. 
18  The Hartford Courant, quoted in The Christian Register, 25 October 1893. 
19  Barrows, op. cit., p. 1562. 
20 The Unitarian, VITI. October 1893. p. 451. 
21  Barrows, op. cit., p. 88. 
22 Ibid., p. 1562. 
23  The Boston Daily Globe, 12 September 1893. p. 1. 
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In his History of the Parliament, the Reverend John Henry Barrows, D.D., chairman of the 
General Committee on the Religious Conferences, wrote that ten objects had been proposed 
for the Parliament in Chicago which “were such, it would seem, as to win the approval of all 
broadminded men”. Among them were “To bring together in conference, for the first time in 
history, the leading representatives of the great Historic Religions of the world. . . . To promote 
and deepen the spirit of human brotherhood among religious men of diverse faiths, through 
friendly conference and mutual good understanding. . . . To set forth, by those most competent 
to speak, what are deemed the important distinctive truths held and taught by each Religion. . . 
. To indicate the impregnable foundations of Theism, and the reasons for man’s faith in immor-
tality, and thus to unite and strengthen the forces which are adverse to a materialistic philoso-
phy of the universe. . . . To discover, from competent men, what light Religion has to throw on 
the great problems of the present age. . . . To bring the nations of the earth into a more friendly 
fellowship, in the hope of securing permanent international peace.”24 

Charles C. Bonney, the president of The World’s Congress Auxilliary, in the opening ad-
dress of the Parliament said that “The religious faiths of the world have most seriously misun-
derstood and misjudged each other. . . . Such errors it is hoped that this congress will do much to 
correct and to render hereafter impossible,” and, “We seek in this congress to unite all religion 
against all irreligion; to make the golden rule the basis of this union, and to present to the world 
the substantial unity of many religions in the good deeds of the religious life . . . we seek a better 
knowledge of the religious condition of all mankind, with an earnest desire to be useful to each 
other and to all others who love truth and righteousness.”25 

Eastern delegates echoed the same theme. In his first speech Kinza Hirai, a Japanese Bud-
dhist, said that, “The Parliament of Religions is the realization of a long cherished dream, and its 
aim is to finally establish religious affinity over all the world.”26 He went on to explain why such 
rapport between Japanese Buddhists and western Christians had not been realized because of 
the injustices done to Japan by western, Christian nations. Vivekananda in his opening address 
in referring to the bell which opened the Parliament said, “I fervently hope that the bell which 
tolled this morning in honor of this convention may be the death knell to all fanaticism, to all 
persecutions with sword or pen, and to all uncharitable feelings between persons wending their 
way to the same goal.”27 

In regard to its progeny in Shanghai one of the objects of the International Institute listed in 
its articles of incorporation was to “promote harmony between the adherents of the Christian 
Religion and those of other Faiths.”28 In his 1913 report Reid stated that, “Another object of 
the Institute, according to its charter, is to make friends between Christians and non-Christians 

24  Barrows, op. cit., p. 24. 
25 Professor Walter R. Houghton, Editor-in-Chief. Neely’s History of The Parliament of Religions and Religious Congresses. 
Chicago, 1894, pp. 38, 40. In referring to the themes of the Parliament he added, “This programme also announces for presenta-
tion the great subjects of revelation, immortality, the incarnation of God, the universal elements in religion, the ethical unity of 
different religious systems, the relations of religion to morals, marriage, education, science, philosophy, evolution, music, labor, 
government, peace and war, and many other themes of absorbing interest.” p. 39. 
26  Barrows, op. cit., p. 444. 
27 Barrows, op. cit., p. 102. Neely wrote that “The assemblying of the World’s Parliament of Religions in the forenoon of 11 
September 1893, was proclaimed in due form by ten strokes on the new Liberty Bell. . . . The ten strokes represented the ten 
chief religions of the world, each of which had a prominent place in the remarkable gathering of the nations.” Neely, op. cit., 
p. 33.  
28 Annual Report, 1922. p. 9.
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. . . The desire is to understand better the beliefs and tenets of the world’s great religions, to ap-
preciate the good points in others, whatever their creeds or forms, to hold each other in greater 
respect, and to cooperate with each other in deeds for the public good.”29 In an article on the 
Institute published by Paul Carus in The Open Court Reid wrote that “The object of the Insti-
tute has been to cultivate the spirit of friendliness between Christian adherents and those of all 
other faiths. This means that not only Confucianists and Buddhists should be taught to tolerate 
the Christian propaganda, but that Christians, both missionaries and their converts should look 
with respect upon those who are devoted to the teachings of the other founders of the great 
religions.”30 

That such was the Institute’s aim is indicated by the remarks of a Buddhist speaker from 
Peking in 1912 who, as reported by a Shanghai newspaper, “expressed his pleasure in finding in 
Shanghai a place like the Religious Department of the Institute where those who hold different 
religious views can meet each other and discuss questions in concord and amity.”31 And in 1926 
Reid, in looking back over his work, wrote that “For fifteen years the International Institute 
has held over five hundred meetings in Shanghai, Peking and provincial centers. There has been 
only one main principle, that of bringing about harmony, cooperation and friendliness between 
different religious groups in China and foreign countries, and one main regulation, no harsh 
criticism. In this way harmony has been effected and friends are made among the adherents of 
every religion.”32 

A third parallel between the 1893 Parliament and its Chinese offspring is the atmosphere or 
spirit in which the meetings were carried out in each case. In commenting further on the “one 
main regulation, no harsh criticism,” Reid wrote, “From this one main principle and regulation 
a few subsidiary or complementary ideas have been deduced as governing these religious gath-
erings. One is that the adherents of one religious Faith shall recognize the good points and the 
truths in other Faiths and overlook or at least be patient with the faults and errors of others. A 
second idea is that through these conferences the aim should be to better understand one an-
other and study one another’s religions. In this way there will be increase of knowledge and of 
mutual appreciation. A third idea is that of uniting in all good works and public service, rather 
than that of separate action.”33 

From the very beginning of the meetings Reid had insisted on a policy of free speech. In 
a talk called “The Conditions of Free Discussion” he said, “The Institute in these discussions 
gave this freedom of discussion. There was only one condition, and that was that harmony 
should be maintained. To effect this there must be mutual courtesy and respect.”34 In his book 
“A Christian Appreciation of Other Religions”, which was the Billings lectures for 1915, Reid 
wrote, “In all these years of religious conferences at the International Institute by adherents of 
different Religious Faiths, we have had only one rule, and that, whilst one is free to expound 
fully his own Faith, he must refrain from ridicule or denunciation of the Faith of others. . . . Our 

29 Annual Report, 1913. p. 12.
30 The Open Court. June, 1923. p. 354.  
31  The North-China Herald. 21 December 1912. p. 797.  
32 Annual Report, 1926. p. 42.  
33 Ibid., p. 43.  
34  The North-China Herald. 18 October 1913. p. 182.
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method of approach to the religious views of others has been that of appreciation rather than 
of depreciation, of commendation rather than condemnation.”35 

It was the basic orientation of the Institute which made such a milieu possible. In a descrip-
tion of the Institute the North China Herald stated that, “it is neither a church nor proselytizing 
agency, and nothing has been more remarked during the religious conferences than the absence 
from them of all ‘odium theologicum’.”36 Reid himself called attention to how the Institute 
differed from other missions founded by westerners; “The Institute, not being a church or a 
proselytizing agency, is a place where all may freely come, and express religious views, with one 
proviso, no one maligns the views of another.”37 

The organizers of the Parliament likewise were insistent that the same spirit should prevail 
in the 1893 meetings. Looking back at them Paul Carus wrote, “Mr. Bonney was careful to 
proclaim that there was no intention to judge between the different faiths, to pronounce the 
superiority of one over another. . . . The Religious Parliament was to be strictly impartial; con-
troversies were to be rigorously excluded; every one was to expound his own belief and abstain 
from discussing or criticizing others. . .”38 

The statements Carus referred to are in Bonney’s opening speech: “We come together in 
mutual confidence and respect, without the least surrender or compromise of anything which 
we respectively believe to be truth or duty, with the hope that mutual acquaintance and a free 
and sincere interchange of views on the great questions of eternal life and human conduct will 
be mutually beneficial... We meet on the mountain height of absolute respect for the religious 
convictions of each other; and an earnest desire for a better knowledge of the consolations 
which other forms of faith than our own offer to their devotees.”39 Bonney’s statements were 
supported by Barrow’s in his opening speech: “We are met in a great conference, men and 
women of different minds, where the speaker will not be ambitious for short-lived, verbal vic-
tories over others, where gentleness, courtesy, wisdom, and moderation will prevail far more 
than heated argumentation. . . . We are not here to criticize one another, but each to speak out 
positively and frankly his own convictions regarding his own faith. . . . We are met in a school 
of comparative theology, which, I hope, will prove more spiritual and ethical than theological; 
we are met, I believe, in the temper of love, determined to bury, at least for the time, our sharp 
hostilities. . .”40 

The general public was aware of the atmosphere in which the meetings were to be held. 
The editor of a leading newspaper wrote: “What will go down in history as the most remark-
able of the great series of world’s congresses that has been held in Chicago this year was in-
augurated today in the presence of an audience that filled the hall to overflowing. It was the 
world’s first parliament of religions, a series of union meetings held with the object of uniting all 
religions against irreligion and of presenting to the world the substantial unity of many religions 
in the common aim of religious life. . . . There will be no controversy or comparisons. Peace 
on earth and good will toward men will be the ruling principle. Denominational differences 

35  Reid, op. cit., pp. 204-5.  
36  Quoted in the Annual Report, 1926. p. 85.  
37 Ibid., p. 12. It was this openness which made the Institute an anathema to orthodox missionaries whose idea was “that only 
one form of religion should be presented at the Institute.” Annual Report, 1915. p. 2.  
38  The Open Court. September, 1913. pp.562-3.  
39  Neely, op. cit., pp. 38-9.  
40 Ibid., p. 42.
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will be forgotten, and every participating body will confine itself to affirming its own faith and 
achievements.”41 

That such was, with few exceptions, the prevailing mood of the Parliament is indicated by 
J. T. Sunderland’s statements in his speech at the final session of the 1933 Chicago Fellowship 
of Faiths: “In that great Chicago Parliament, for absolutely the first time in human history, emi-
nent representatives of all the important religious faiths of mankind came together in a great 
world assemblage, and what was more, came in the spirit of equality and mutual respect; came 
not to antagonize or criticize but to fellowship . . . each to present for the consideration of the 
rest of the world, an affirmative statement, a constructive interpretation of the central truths, 
aims and ideals of the faith which he represented, as understood not by its enemies but by its 
friends, by those who believe in it, love it and worship by its altars.”42 And in their concluding 
statements Bonney and Barrows said, “The laws of the congress, forbidding controversy or at-
tack, have, on the whole, been wonderfully observed. The exceptions are so few that they may 
well be expunged from the record and from memory” and “Our hopes have been more than 
realized. The sentiment which has inspired this parliament has held us together. The principles 
in accord with which this historic convention has proceeded have been put to the test, and 
even strained at times, but they have not been inadequate.”43 

A fourth similarity between the Parliament and the Institute is the world view, the weltans-
chauung, which both reflected. The Parliament mirrored the new attitudes and views which 
were being projected by religious thinkers in the latter part of the nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, and Reid was a harbinger of them in China. One of these was an acceptance of 
a pluralistically religious world. At the end of the nineteenth century, when the penetration of 
the East by the West was reaching its climax, Christians had three alternatives to choose from. 
They have been discussed elsewhere so that only a brief reference is necessary here.44 One was 
to make Christianity the single world religion. Another was to create a new universal religion 
by, for example, a synthesis of existing ones. The third was the one mentioned above, to work 
for a state of peaceful coexistence wherein religions would not try to compete with and out-
strip each other, where each religion would not make exclusive and universal claims for itself, 
and in which adherents of each religion would concentrate on purifying, realizing and perfect-
ing the best in its own tradition. 

Reid was an exponent of the third option. In a speech at the June 27, 1913, Sunday after-
noon meeting he remarked that, “It is not likely that any one religion would ever be able to ab-
sorb all other religions and become universal.”45 and in a later address he said, “The importance 
of union was recognized the world over during these modern days. The great spirit of union 
must be as broad as mankind, a union among nations, and a union of all religions. This was an 
ideal of both Oriental and Occidental peoples.”46 

Reid believed that such a union was possible on at least three grounds. One was the basic 
similarities between religions. Reid argued that, if one would get down to the essential elements 

41  Boston Daily Globe. 12 September 1893.  
42  Charles F. Weller. World Fellowship. New York, 1935. pp. 512-513.  
43  Neely, op. cit., pp. 862 and 861.
44 Donald H. Bishop. “Religious Confrontation, A Case Study: The 1893 Parliament of Religions.” Numen, April 1969. pp.  
63-76.  
45  The North China Herald, 28 June 1913. p. 944.  
46 Ibid., 19 July 1913. p. 174.
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in each religion, he would see how much they are alike. In his lecture on Taoism Reid said, “Just 
as to my mind there is no antagonism between Christianity and Confucianism if the essentials 
be considered, so in the same way Christianity and Taoism are not mutually antagonistic. In 
very much they are in accord, and in many ways they may be mutually helpful.”47 Reid did not 
believe Christianity and Islam were necessarily antagonistic either for “With both, the same 
foundation truth of all religions is this: God alone is God, and to him as supreme every man has 
duties of veneration, trust, obedience, and love.”48 

In an October, 1912, meeting at the Institute Reid pointed out “eight fundamental prin-
ciples common to all the great Faiths. These were exhortation to do the right, training of one’s 
own character in righteousness, helping others to do right, recognition of a Supreme Being, 
belief in retribution, belief in a future life, in some cases immortality, the duty of repentance, 
and the desire for salvation.”49 He continued that, “We should add love, as the greatest thing in 
the world, as ‘the bond of perfectness.’ In different aspects this quality of love is made known 
and spoken of in the teachings of the different Faiths. In Confucianism it is fraternity, in Bud-
dhism compassion, in Taoism gentleness, in Islam charity, and in Judaism and Christianity it is 
brotherly kindness.”50 

Reid felt that the emphasis on love was especially eminent in Buddhism. In his lecture on 
Buddhism he said, “This element, or rather the essence, of Buddhism—this compassion—is 
specially illustrated in the new Buddhism by the Buddha Amitabha, and by the subordinate 
divinity Kuan Yin.”51 And, “Among all the religious teachers of the world, the Christ and the 
Buddha stand forth as the embodiment of love which feels for others’ woes and yearns to 
provide deliverance.”52 Reid pointed out other parallels between Buddhism and Christianity. 
Both offer a way of salvation from suffering. Both emphasize virtuous living and the develop-
ment of personal character and integrity. Both emphasize the law of cause and effect or Karma. 
Reid wrote, “One saying known to every man, woman and child in China is this: ‘Goodness 
has its recompense; badness has it recompense; goodness and badness in the final reckoning 
must have their recompense.’ This law from which no one can escape is the basic principle of 
Buddhism.”53 Furthermore both distinguish between our higher and lower selves and the neces-
sity of the former overcoming the latter. 

The theme of parallels was continued in two other lectures of Reid’s. In regard to Taoism 
he pointed out that Christianity and Taoism both emphasize the close relationship of religion 
and ethics. Both teach immortality, the way of gentleness, meekness and modesty, returning 
good for evil, living without fear, the importance of stillness or quietude, and the centrality of 
the Logos or the Tao. Reid closed his lecture on Taoism with the statement, “Whatever be the 
defects in the followers of Lao-tze, as in the followers of Christ, our admiration goes forth to 

47  Gilbert Reid. “Taoism, An Appreciation.” The Open Court, October, 1918. p. 613. 
48  Gilbert Reid. “Islam, An Appreciation.” The Biblical World, July, 1916. p. 12. 
49  Gilbert Reid. A Christian’s Appreciation of Other Faiths. p. 225. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Gilbert Reid. “A Christian’s Appreciation of Buddhism.” The Biblical World, January, 1906. p. 18. Kenneth S. Latourette 
writing at the same time noted this affinity also: “We have been reminded again of the similarity of the message of esoteric 
Buddhism to that of Christianity, a similarity which in many points is nearly an identity, so nearly so that some have seen in 
Mahayana Buddhism Christianity in disguise.” The Biblical World, June, 1917. p. 336. 
52  Reid. “A Christian’s Appreciation of Buddhism.” p. 18. 
53 Ibid., p. 20. 
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both Lao-tze and Christ, and we believe in perfect confidence that their goodness, or grace, or 
truth, or gentleness, all come from God, ‘to whom be all the glory.’ 54 

In discussing Christianity and Islam Reid declared that, “the Christian can join hands with 
the Moslem in a strong, unwavering belief in the one living and true God,” and, “The funda-
mental doctrine of the oneness of God ought never be eliminated from our minds nor lowered 
in our thought. To hold to this evermore is the faith of Islam and also the faith of Christianity.”55 

There is agreement not only on the existence but also the nature of God. “In both the Bible 
and the Koran God’s sovereignty is exalted and revered. . . . He alone is eternal. The world is his 
workmanship. He is the author of all, generally described as Creator. In this the Koran and the 
Bible agree,” Reid declared.56 Furthermore, “They agree on that which is all-essential, namely, 
to do God’s will, to follow the commands of God.”57 They are alike in that they are reform 
religions: “Like the Hebrew prophets, Mohammed warned the people of their great sin in for-
getting the law of God, and in running after strange Gods.”58 Both attach great importance to 
prayer: “In Islam, as in Judaism and Christianity, God is a prayer-hearing and prayer-answering 
God.”59 And in summing up, Reid said, “There may be difference between the Christian and 
the Moslem in interpreting these nine points, but by building on the same foundation, however 
different the superstructure, we are at one.”60 

A second ground on which Reid asserted religious pluralism and the unity of religions was 
his belief that there is truth in all religions and that no one religion has all the truth. A forthright 
statement of his to this effect was, “The Christian may well cherish the thought that Christ is 
the Truth, but even Christ never taught that all others had no truth. He never limited truth to 
Himself alone.”61 This belief in the multiplicity of truth is found in the closing remarks of Reid’s 
lecture on Taoism, “These nine specifications of Taoist teachings cannot but awaken surprise 
and admiration in the thought of the Christian and particularly of the Christian missionary. The 
Christian should give thanks to God for thus imparting so many truths to the people of China, 
through all these centuries of the past.” 62 

Other speakers at the Institute supported Reid’s attempt “to persuade men to accept Truth 
wherever found, and to do the will of God.” 63 In his talk on Buddhism Tasuku Hareda of Japan 
said “For my part . . . it is inconceivable that any one who has impartially studied the history 
of Religion can fail to admit the universality of the activity of the Spirit of God, and the conse-
quent embodiment of a degree of truth in all Faiths.”64 A second Japanese Buddhist said, “Let 
Christians make an effort to find points of contact with Buddhism and Shinto; to cast aside the 

54  Reid. “Taoism, An Appreciation.” p. 626.  
55  Reid. “Islam, An appreciation.” pp. 9, 10.  
56 Ibid., p. 10.  
57 Ibid., p. Il.  
58 Ibid., p. 12.
59 Ibid., p. 14.  
60 Ibid., p. 16.  
61 Reid, op. cit.. p. 238. One example of this type of statement made at the Chicago Parliament is Barrow’s assertion in his  
closing address, “We have learned that truth is large and that there are more ways than one in God’s providence by which men 
emerge out of darkness into heavenly light.” John W. Hanson, The World Congress of Religions, Boston, 1894. p. 949.  
62  Reid, op. cit., p. 626.  
63 Annual Report, 1913. p. 2.  
64 Ibid. 
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non-essentials and to emphasize the points of agreement. The watchword of true religionists 
should be tolerance and inclusiveness.”65 The leader of the Bahai movement in Shanghai also 
declared that, “The Bahais should not denounce nor antagonize those holding views other than 
their own. They should mingle freely with all people, and show forth their faith through love 
and service to their fellow men.”66 

Reid disliked and rejected the attitude of exclusiveness he found among orthodox Chris-
tians.67 In one book he wrote, “There is exclusiveness for truth, or, we may say, for religion, 
if by this is meant the common religious sentiment, but not for any particular Religion.”68 If 
Christians would repudiate the exclusiveness of orthodoxy, missionary work would be more 
effective, Reid believed. “The old method of prosecuting missions is either to represent Chris-
tianity as the only true religion, or, through a comparison, to represent its superiority. Such an 
attitude antagonizes and creates jealousy. It intensifies rather than weakens opposition,”69 he 
wrote. 

Reid also rejected the condescending attitude found among many missionaries. He wrote 
that, “A truer and larger faith in God as the everlasting Father and Teacher and Savior of Man-
kind has made it no longer possible for intelligent and believing men to regard all religions out-
side the Jewish and Christian pale as superstition and falsehood, or to keep up the old pitying 
and condescending attitude towards them. Their immaturities and corruptions we no longer 
allow to cheat us of the right to say, ‘God is good to all: whither shall we go from his spirit?’ 
He has never left Himself without a witness, never left multitudes of His creatures without His 
help, without light and guidance, without comfort and salvation.”70 

Reid’s religious pluralism was based on a distinction between the external forms and the in-
ner essence of religion, a dichotomy which he did not hesitate to point out. Regarding students 
of Comparative Religions he wrote that they “will be quick to see that these agreements in 
religious belief and aspiration, in life and duty concern the very essence of religion, and not the 
phenomena, still less the excrescences, of religion. They are the inner light, which shines forth 
in human activities. They are the soul of truth in the outward frame of mixed good and evil. 
They are God’s life-giving and spiritual energy which differentiates itself into the vast variety 
of finite existences.” 71 This recognition of the difference between the external and the internal 
aspects of religion made it possible for Reid to assert that “. . . no one Religion is as great as 
Truth.”72, and “. . . every Religion is seen to possess the truth, and truth, moreover, as it came 
forth from the heart of Infinite love.”73 

65 Ibid., p. 13.  
66 Ibid., p. 2.  
67 In an article in The Christian Register on his visit to the Institute Dr. Sanderland wrote, “One regrets to discover that Dr.  
Reid’s work receives only little sympathy from other missionaries in China. A few of the broader minds see its value . . . but the 
great majority frown on and oppose it as unchristian, because of its breadth, its freedom, and its sympathetic attitude toward  
non-Christian faiths.” Annual Report, 1914. p. 44.  
68  Reid, op. cit., p. 237.
69 Ibid., p. 265.  
70 Ibid., p. 224.  
71 Ibid., p. 228.  
72 Ibid., p. 241.  
73 Ibid., p. 220.
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The third basis for religious pluralism and the unity of religions which Reid pointed to was 
his belief that there is but one universal Religion or Truth of which each religion is a particular 
manifestation. In his book he referred to “the religious substratum of all religions” and to the 
various religions as “forms of infinite truth.”74 

Reid pointed out several instances of religions originating in a common root. In the case of 
China he wrote, “In ancient times there was only one religion in China which had been handed 
down from the earliest days. Confucianism and Taoism were only two branches of the one 
ancient faith, two schools of thought interpreting a revelation from God.”75 Concerning Islam 
and Christianity he said that, “With both, the same foundation truth of all religions is this: God 
alone is God, and to him as supreme every man has duties of veneration, trust, obedience, and 
love.”76 In relating Christianity and Hinduism Reid quoted Charles C. Hall’s statement, “In 
its fundamental proposition (i.e. of Christianity, that the Eternal One differentiates His own 
self-subsisting energy into the infinite variety of finite existences) it is not far removed from 
the fundamental proposition of the highest Indian thinking, that the self-subsisting Brahman, 
the Absolute, by his multiplying power, projects the infinite variety of finite existences and 
distinctions described by the mystic word Maya.“77 Reid also pointed out that the scriptures of 
Mahayana Buddhism assert a religious pluralism—“The Mahayanist recognition of this thought 
appears in the great classic The Lotus, where it is said: There is but One Great Cause, Enlight-
ening every Sage and Prophet manifested in the world. . . . All Law comes from Source, Always 
from the Eternal. This source of all which is manifested in sages and prophets, Buddhas and 
Pusas, is in modern Buddhism spoken of as the Antetype or the True Form, and He becomes 
incarnate in the Buddha.”78 

As a final example, at one of the Sunday afternoon meetings at the Institute Reid asked, 
“Have these discussions brought us any new lessons concerning religions?” His reply was, “I at 
least have learned much. I have seen anew that beneath every religion there is Religion; that be-
neath these systems and organizations there are principles which are universal; that God by His 
Spirit brooding over humanity gives light to all and here and there raises up leaders in the realm 
of truth and righteousness; that God’s mercy and goodness, like the sun and the rain, have come 
to the good and the bad, and that men of every creed should bow the knee in humble thanks 
to the Giver of all Good. Phrases in the Sacred Books differ; righteous reformers and spiritual 
teachers speak each a different language, but God’s vital life wraps this earth and inhabits im-
mensity. Obedience to this One God is universal religion.”79 

Reid’s belief in one universal religion or truth was based on several grounds. One was his 
philosophical realism, that is, his belief in the reality of universals and their priority over par-
ticulars. This is seen in Paul Carus’ characterization of the Institute: “This International Institute 
however regards the exaltation of truth as greater than the exaltation of a particular faith. It 
glories more in the spirit of truthfulness than in the spirit of the zealot. It regards the universal 

74 Ibid., p. 225.
75  Reid, op. cit. p. 613.  
76  Reid, op. cit. p. 12.  
77  Reid. A Christian’s Appreciation of Buddhism, pp. 23-4.  
78 Ibid., p. 24.  
79 Annual Report, 1913. p. 68.
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as better than the particular. In doing its work it leaves the outcome to providence.”80 

A second was his belief in God’s impartiality. “It must be true”, he wrote, “if God be one 
and His name one, that men of like passions and needs as ourselves, who came from God and 
belong to God, and are nourished physically by His air and sunshine and fruits of the earth, 
must also have provision made in the divine order of things for the sustenance of their spiritual 
life, and that it is not left entirely to the tender mercies of their fellows whether they shall have 
God or be without God in the world. It must be true that God cares equally for the souls of all 
His children, and that He finds access to them, helps them, teaches them, saves them, by meth-
ods and means that are not seen and temporal, and by ways in which no man can tell whence 
He cometh and whether He goeth, and that He is only limited in the giving of Himself to them 
by their capacity to respond and receive.” He added that, “People of old used to think that the 
divine action was confined to here and there, now and then; but the conviction is growing and 
spreading that the only defensible conception of the moral action of God on humanity is that 
of a continuous and impartial influence, limited to no age or race. “. . . Personal intimacy with 
God is not an experience special to Jews or Christians.”81 

Reid also believed that the variety of religions existing was due to differences in people. He 
wrote, “All men may have a different understanding and interpretation of the truth, so religious 
truth as taught by prophets and sages in the great religions will also present aspects and be 
viewed and interpreted by them in different ways. Different religions, and especially different 
schools of thought within the same religion, lay emphasis on different phases of one universal 
truth and therein the world derives a benefit.”82 In like vein Reid wrote in comparing China and 
India, “instead of Nirvana, suited to the philosophic temperament of India, these other peoples 
of the Far East look forward to a paradise in the West or to the Pure Land, where happiness has 
overcome all sorrow, where purity and blessedness, charity and peace, reign together.”83 Reid’s 
view was that, since individuals and groups vary in history, background and temperament, a 
common world religion would be impossible; and pluralism, therefore, is the only reasonable 
alternative. The concept of universal religion or religious truth would be preserved since each 
religion is but one of many possible manifestations of that truth. 

Reid believed also that different religions arose out of the single universal Religion because 
of man’s tendency to formalize and creedalize his religion. He suggested that, if we “would go 
back to Christ and his apostles for a proper knowledge of the Christian’s duty”, we would see 
that “Man’s obligation to God and to his fellow-men was taught as greater in importance than 
rites, ritual and creeds.”84 Reid felt that creeds, and dogmas, tend to lead to antagonisms and 
divisions with the result that the true spirit of universal Religion is lost sight of as sects and new 
religions arise. Reid used Christianity as a case in point and said that “we do not find in the New 
Testament one word in denunciation of any Religion or mention that He was to be the founder 
of a new Religion,” by Christ. Instead, “He declared that He came not to destroy but to fulfill. . . . 
He condemned sin not other religions. He commanded repentance, not any change of religion.”85 

80  Carus, op. cit., p. 564.
81  Reid, op. cit., p. 223.  
82 Ibid., p. 215.  
83  Reid, op. cit., p. 17.  
84 Annual Report, 1913. p. 62.  
85 Ibid., pp. 62-3.
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One of the words which Reid used often was “appreciation.” In his 1923 annual report he 
wrote, “My personal opinion... is that the good in all Religions should be recognized and ap-
preciated as coming from the one Source of all good, that the similarities should be emphasized 
rather than the differences, and that in respect to differences, even when others are in the 
wrong, it is better to try the positive method of proclaiming the simple truth and living the 
proper life, than to use the negative method of attack, destroying and so creating antagonisms.”86 

He pointed out that “Christ and his disciples taught love to all men, making no distinction be-
tween race and race, nation and nation, or one Religion and another, but distinguishing between 
sin and righteousness, and between obedience and disobedience to God.”87 He was fond of the 
New Testament statement by the Apostle Peter, “of a truth I perceive that God is no respecter 
of persons, but in every nation he that feareth Him, and worketh righteousness, is accepted 
with Him.” He believed that “the great Faiths should not antagonize each other but befriend 
each other”88, for, “We drink at the same fountain, though from different cups.”89 

Thus far I have indicated that the 1893 World Parliament of Religions in Chicago and the 
International Institute, its off-shoot in Shanghai, were alike in four respects—representation, 
aims, spirit and philosophy. One further comparison may be made, the results or impact of 
each. 

One was their calling the attention of Christians to the need for relating religious principles 
to or making religion influential in secular affairs. Orthodox Christianity in America in the nine-
teenth century tended to emphasize the “personal” gospel. As that century draws to a close, a 
recognition grew of the need for a “social” gospel as well. The Parliament was undoubtedly one 
factor in bringing this about. 

The Chairman of the General Committee, Reverend Barrows, was himself quite conscious 
of the need for a “social” gospel. In his book he wrote, “the inevitable reaction from the too 
common religious avoidance of the social question has come. If the Christian church is to have 
no interest in the social distresses and problems of the time, then those who are most concerned 
with such problems and distresses will have no interest in the Christian church. The simple fact 
which we have to face today is this, that the working classes have, as a rule, practically aban-
doned the churches and left them to be the resorts of the prosperous; and the simple reason for 
this is the neutrality of the churches towards the social problems of the time.”90 

It is not surprising, therefore, to find that a number of speeches were made on the need for 
applied religion and that one of the seventeen days of the Parliament was set aside solely for a 
discussion of it. Among the topics and speakers were Christianity and the Social Question by F. 
S. Peabody, The Divine Basis of the Cooperation of Men and Women by Mrs. Lydia Dickenson 
of the Women’s Suffrage Movement, the Influence of Islam on Social Conditions by Alexander 
Webb, Christianity as a Social Force by Richard T. Ely, Religion and Labor by James Cleary, Re-
ligion and Wealth by Washington Gladden, The Churches and City Problems by A. W. Small, 
The Catholic Church and the Negro Race by J. R. Slattery, Arbitration Instead of War by Shaku 
Soyen, and Catholic Christianity and Social Problems by Cardinal Gibbons. A number of the 

86 Annual Report, 1923. p. 14. 
87 Annual Report, 1913. p. 64. 
88  Reid, op. cit., p. 229. 
89  Reid, op. cit., p. 16. 
90  Barrows, op cit., pp. 224-30. 
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speakers at the Parliament were leaders of the Social Gospel Movement at the turn of the cen-
tury; and, when we remember how many people attended or read the speeches reported in the 
press, it is not too much to claim that the Parliament was instrumental in stirring a Christian 
social consciousness in America. 

What was true of nineteenth century American Christianity was true of its Eastern coun-
terpart also. The majority of missionaries preached the personal Gospel, the salvation of the 
individual and his soul. Reid acknowledged the appropriateness of such, but he also asserted 
that the salvation of China and Chinese society merited consideration by missionaries as well. 
The Christian religion must be made relevant to the problems facing China, he declared, if it 
is to find acceptance. 

It was this which prompted Reid to set up two other conferences or committees in the 
Institute. One was the Commercial “consisting of Chinese and foreign merchants . . . who 
meet to consider questions of trade . . . also, whenever so requested, to offer their service for 
friendly mediation in case of dispute between Chinese and foreigners.”91 The second was the 
Educational Committee which was responsible for the evening school and other educational 
programs of the Institute. 

Reid himself was very concerned about the conflicts within China and between the western 
powers and the relevance of religion to them. His view was that religion should be a pacifying 
and conciliating force. In the years before 1912 he was active in mediating between the vari-
ous political factions in China. After Sun-Yat-Sen assumed power in 1912 a special reception 
was held in his honor at the Institute, and Sen planted a palm tree on the Institute grounds as 
a symbol of peace. 

Reid strongly opposed the encroachment of Japan and the western powers on Chinese ter-
ritory and their demands for special privileges, immunities and extra-territorial rights. He was 
especially outspoken in his opposition to attempts by western nations to involve China on their 
side in World War I. He called it an “appalling war” and declared that war is “both a folly and a 
crime, contrary to the teachings of all religions.”92 To voice his opinions Reid started a newspa-
per in 1917 called the Peking Post. It was closed down in October by the Chinese government 
under pressure from foreign governments, and Reid was forced to leave China for three years, 
again by the Chinese government under pressure. 

Reid’s efforts to broaden and make Christianity a practical force in China were recognized 
and commended by many however. In 1922 the Reverend Wendte, founder of the Conferences 
of Free Religious Liberals wrote, “For over thirty years he has laboured in China in behalf of 
spiritual Christianity, for sympathy between religions, for international peace and brotherhood, 
and the educational, social and political uplift of the people of China. He has sought to give a 
practical illustration of the right way of approach to national integrity, and international co-
operation and good-will, the way of inter-religious sympathy and mutual endeavors for truth, 
justice, and love.”93 

A second result of the Parliament and the institute was in changes in missionary work and 
attitudes. Just as many nineteenth century clergy limited their message to the “personal” Gos-
pel, so the tendency of many missionaries of the time was to limit or equate Christian Truth 

91  Gilbert Reid. “Conciliation in China.” The Open Court, 1910. p. 27.  
92  Reid. Annual Report, 1915. p. 5.  
93 Annual Report, 1922. p. 36.

135 



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #3 (Summer 1972)  

with Truth or the Christian religion with religion. An example of this tendency is found in a 
letter concerning the Parliament written to the Reverend Barrows by E. J. Eitel, a missionary in 
Hong Kong; “Let me warn you not to deny the sovereignty of your Lord by any further continu-
ance of your agitation in favor of a Parliament not sanctioned by his Word. If misled yourself, at 
least do not mislead others nor jeopardize, I pray you, the precious life of your soul by playing 
fast and loose with the truth and coquetting with false religions. I give you credit for the best 
intentions, but let me warn you that you are unconsciously planning treason against Christ.”94 

Reid believed a new, more tolerant, sympathetic, appreciative, and open-minded attitude on 
the part of missionaries was necessary.95 

Reid discussed this new view in the last chapter on missions of his book, A Christian’s 
Appreciation of Other Faiths. In it he pointed out that, “The prevalent view held hither to 
has been, that other religions were false and ought to be overthrown,” but that, “. . . the new 
concept of missions place the emphasis on appreciation of the religious beliefs of others, rather 
than on the destruction or even criticism of these beliefs.”96 He declared that, “The newer, 
and it seems to us, the higher, conception of a religious propaganda is that of sympathy and 
friendliness for those who hold views other than our own, and of appreciation, if not admira-
tion, for the great religious systems, which have won through many centuries the allegiance of 
millions of our fellowmen.” He pointed out that “The public ministry of Jesus was not one of 
antagonism, except to the evil doer, especially the religious hypocrite,” and that, “to appreciate 
others and think well of their beliefs and practices is more akin to spirituality of life and to a 
Gospel of love than is the opposite purpose.”97 Furthermore a sympathetic attitude will have a 
beneficial pragmatic effect for, “When appreciation becomes reciprocal, the relations between 
nations and creeds will not be far from perfection.”98 

A second characteristic of the new missionary attitude should be its comprehensiveness 
rather than exclusiveness. Reid wrote that, “. . . the mistake is now acknowledged that the 
exclusive spirit, even more in religion than in social life, arouses no response but that of resent-
ment.” He declared that Christ “placed no restrictions on God’s love, on religious truth, or 
on man’s capacity to goodness and everlasting life. Not one word proceeded from His mouth 
which implied that His teachings, since called Christianity, alone made known the infinite 
mind of God or exhibited divine grace.99 The missionary should have the same comprehensive 
or inclusive view. Such a missionary would go to another country `not only to teach, but ever 
to learn more and more.” He would get “out from the narrow environment and circumscribed 
conceptions of his own town and country to the larger schooling of the world’s great religions. 
The missionary of all men should have broad views.”100 

94  Barrows, op. cit., p. 26, Vol. I. 
95 The editor of The Biblical World in introducing Reid’s article “A Christian’s Appreciation of Buddhism” wrote. “There was 
a time when men thought that all religions which were not Christian could be called false. The new generation of missionaries, 
while no less concerned of the superiority of Christianity to the religions of the people to whom they minister, are just as eager 
to see the truth in these non-Christian religions as they are to see what is untrue. Dr. Reid’s article is an illustration of this new 
state of mind.” 
96  Reid, op. cit., p. M. 
97 Ibid., p. 246. 
98 Ibid., p. 248. 
99 Ibid. 
100 Ibid., p. 249. 
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A missionary with such a comprehensive outlook would be impelled by four concerns. He 
would be concerned about giving allegiance to the Supreme Being alone rather than any par-
ticular religion for, in Reid’s words; “No Religion, Christianity or any other, should supersede 
God.”101 Secondly, he would not be concerned about upholding his own scriptures as the only 
true revelation of God but would be concerned about knowing and following the will of God 
no matter in whose Scriptures it might be found, for, “The broader idea is that the Jewish and 
Christian Scriptures, like the Koran and other sacred Books, contain the truth of God, and in 
some cases a special revelation, but that the chief duty is to know and follow the Word of God 
and the Will of God, wherever and however they are made known to the mind of man.”102 

Thirdly, this new type of missionary would be concerned about God in all and not just one 
of his manifestations, for God is immanent in all things. “He manifests himself in the order of 
natural processes . . . in historical revelation . . . in that personal experience through which we 
apprehend Jesus as the revelation of God. . .”, Reid wrote.103 He added that, “God as the infinite 
one ‘inhabiting eternity’ is ever manifesting Himself, and in a special way manifested Himself 
‘in the flesh’, ‘in the name of Christ Jesus,’ but no one manifestation is the whole of the Infinite 
and cannot be,” and, “. . . we recognize it is God in Christ and in all, whom we are to worship 
and to serve, and that God is not exclusively in Christ, but in all hearts. . .”104 

Finally the new missionary will be concerned that “truth is placed ahead of Religion.”105 

Reid wrote, “The new form of Christian missions means, then, zeal for the propagation of the 
truth, rather than zeal for the propagation of Christianity as a system of Religion, or propaga-
tion of the Church or any sect.”, and, “Devotion to Truth, the desire to know more of truth as 
revealed throughout the world and the kindred desire to impart to others all the truths which 
one has received, should impel every Christian. . .”106 Speaking from his own experience Reid 
wrote, “I have found that the followers of other Religions often resent our magnifying of the 
Christian Religion as superior to theirs, but they never resent an appeal to follow the truth,” 
and, “The new method lays stress on truth, and whilst certain truths may be regarded as more 
vital or fundamental than others, there is not the same rigid line of demarcation, creating mu-
tual antagonism.”107 As far as Reid was concerned, then, the new type of missionary would not 
be so concerned about proselytizing and converting to his own sect or religion as he would 
about finding universal truth and exposing others to it. 

It is interesting to see in the views often expressed at the Parliament the similarity to Reid’s 
attitudes toward non Christian religions and their effect on missionary activity. To illustrate 
one need only quote from press reports of the Parliament. “The light and the nobility of ideas 
displayed in the Congress of Religions at Chicago by Brahmans, Mohammedans, and other 
Oriental philosophers, has been a surprise to the Occidental world and has opened the eyes of 
many people. . .” wrote the editor of The Open Court.108 “What these representative men have 

101 Ibid., p. 253. 
102 Ibid. 
103 Ibid., p. 256. 
104 Ibid., p. 254. 
105 Ibid., p. 263. 
106 Ibid., p. 264. 
107 Ibid., p. 265. 
108 The Open Court, November 2, 1893. 
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said proves, so that it cannot but be seen, that there is in all religions, chiefly perhaps in Bud-
dhism, a great deal that is true, that comes out of a good conscience, that is the revelation of 
the Divine Spirit to the human heart.”, and, “They have certainly tended to remove some false 
impressions as to heathen doctrines; and they have shown too, that these various religions touch 
some points in common with Christianity. The duty of opposing evil passion, of cultivating the 
good, of avoiding idolatry. . .” commented Public Opinion.109 And the editor of The Path wrote, 
“The occasion enabled us to present a great object lesson illustrating what we had been saying 
for years, that the Oriental is no heathen, that he should be treated as such. . .” and, “It has 
taught us that there are people in heathen nations who set spiritual possessions above material 
and who give honor to sanctity and righteousness rather than to political power and material 
wealth.”110 Such statements indicate that a new attitude toward non-Christian religions was 
coming to the fore which would eventually change the nature of missionary work. The Parlia-
ment stimulated it in the United States just as Gilbert Reid did in China.111 

Reverend J. T. Sunderland in his address at the second Parliament in Chicago in 1933 said, 
“The effect of the Parliament appears also in connection with Christian missions. Since the Chi-
cago Parliament it has been impossible for intelligent men to take the narrow and bigoted view 
of the non-Christian religions and peoples of the world that was almost universal before that il-
luminating gathering. If the work of Christian missions, particularly in the Orient, is slowly but 
steadily growing broader, more reasonable and more useful, and if the spirit of missions is be-
coming more sympathetic toward what is good in other faiths, to the Chicago Parliament must 
be given much of the credit.”112 He pointed out also that, “Another result of the Parliament... 
has been the establishment of chairs of Comparative Religion for the study of Oriental and 
other non-Christian faiths, in great numbers of universities and theological schools in America 
and other Christian lands. Before the Parliament there were very few such chairs; now they are 
found in nearly all higher institutions of learning that make any claim to broad scholarship.”113 

It is interesting to note that Reid attempted to set up such a chair at the Institute. He first 
proposed it at the second, semi-annual meeting in 1913. The Shanghai Mercury called it, “an 
excellent suggestion, viz. the establishment of a school of Comparative Religion and a Univer-
sity Extension Course, where competent men of all religions would be the lecturers.”114 The 
response from liberals was good. The school never materialized, however, because of the lack 
of orthodox and financial support, also because of the adverse effect of World War I on the 
Institute’s activities.115 Reid did manage, however, to have a section of the Institute’s library 

109  Public Opinion, 12 and 19, October 1893.. 
110 The Path, November, 1893. p. 249; December, 1893. p. 411. 
111 J. T. Sunderland, a Boston Unitarian, wrote of Reid in The Christian Register, However much he may be frowned on today, 
I think it may be safely affirmed that he is a type of the coming Christian missionary, if Christianity is ever to obtain a large, 
influential, and permanent place among the more intelligent Chinese people.” Annual Report of the International Institute, 
1914. p. 44. 
112  Weller, op. cit., p. 514. 
113 Ibid. 
114 Annual Report, 1913. p. 83. 
115 Reid wrote in his 1915 report that, “The idea of having in the Orient a School of Comparative Religions, with experts 
from each Religion, has received further commendation from men whose opinion we greatly value. We have not abandoned 
the idea, though the mere suggestion has cost us the loss of financial support.” p. 15. The International community in Shanghai 
in World War I was split along Allied-Central Powers lines and this effected the Institute’s activities as its members were from 
both sides. 
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devoted to books in the field of Comparative Religions. 
A similar fate befell a Parliament of Religion along the Chicago lines to be held at the In-

stitute in the spring of 1915. It was to be sponsored by the International Congress of Religious 
Liberals whose representative, Reverend J. T. Sunderland, visited the Orient, including China 
and the Institute in the spring of 1913 to make preliminary arrangements. Reid had high hopes 
for such a meeting and was deeply disappointed when he saw that the hostilities and antago-
nism generated by the war in Europe would make it impossible. 

The above quotes from The Path, Public Opinion, and The Open Court indicate a third 
result of the Parliament, namely that it effected not only missionary work but that it had a 
liberalizing influence on Christianity as a whole. What has been called a “broad” Christianity 
was appearing in the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. It was 
characterized by an accommodation of religion and science, a renewed emphasis on such as-
pects of God’s nature as his immanence, a tendency to minimize creedalism, to undertake joint 
non-denominational and inter-religious efforts, and as has been noted already by the emphasis 
on practical or applied Christianity. Other features were a recognition of the validity and con-
tributions of non-Christian religions to the religious life of mankind, a spirit of tolerance and an 
emphasis upon harmony, reconciliation and brotherhood, a self consciousness by Christians of 
the failure of “Christian” nations to practice Christianity, and an optimistic belief in the dawn-
ing of a new religious era in the world. 

In the United States the Parliament was a decided stimulus to this broad Christianity. It pro-
vided a platform on which it could be heard and lived. “For the first time from the same platform 
spoke a Jew, a Christian, and a Hindoo, each deeply in earnest, each logical and honest according 
to his light. For the first time Christ and him crucified, Buddha the mild and gentle, and Moses 
the lawgiver, were preached from the same pulpit. For the first time a congregation of divided 
faiths listened with deepest interest to the presentation of views which a hundred years ago 
might have sent a heretic to the gallows”, wrote a correspondent of the Boston Daily Globe.116 

Professor Pringle wrote in The Open Court, “This Congress has opened the eyes of many people 
to the fact that there are great religions in the world beside their own, some of them much older 
and with more followers than Christianity, and underlying them ethical principles the highest 
and the noblest.”117 Similarly a writer for The Unitarian noted, “Many a Christian has listened 
in astonishment to our visiting ecclesiastics, and has learned a new respect and reverence for the 
truth and beauty of religions other than his own.”118 “We have studied the beauty, the nobility 
that lie in other faiths, and realized something of the dignity, of the learning and eloquence of 
their priests,” and, “The aspiration toward a spiritual life, which is common to all races, and 
the fundamental unity of all religions was never more vividly displayed; and this it was which 
made the lesson of tolerance and charity most effective,” wrote the editor of The Critic.119 

And of Bonney and Barrows he wrote, “They have done a new thing in the world; they have 
set a light on a dangerous coast where the rocks of bigotry have wrecked many a zealous soul.”120 

116 Boston Daily Globe, evening edition, 13 September 1893. p. 1.  
117 The Open Court, 2 November 1893. p. 3855.  
118 The Unitarian. October, 1893. p. 451.  
119 The Critic, 7 October 1893. p. 230.  
120 Ibid., p. 232.
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The gap between ideal and practice was noted by two observers. “It has taught us a lesson 
that while we have truth on our side we have not had all the truth; while we have had theory 
we have not had all the practice; and the strongest criticism we have received was not as to our 
doctrines or methods, but as to our practice not being in harmony with our own teachings and 
our own doctrines” wrote one.121 The other wrote, “The sessions of the Parliament of Religions 
at Chicago last week have undoubtedly served as a great object lesson in toleration, and have 
also brought out, to some extent, the fact that the essential unity of all Christian sects, and of 
so-called heathen religions as well, is to be found in an ideal of humanity which all praise and 
all confess they do not realize.”122 

Reflecting the religious optimism of the day, the same author wrote, “This day the sun 
of a new era of religious progress is arising.”123 Another declared that, “A new era of religious 
peace and progress rises over the world,”124 and the editor of Unity wrote, “We do look to see 
the uplift of men, the world over, above the dividing walls of race and creed into a larger and 
kindlier interpretation of religion, by whatever name they are led to call their faith; and to this 
consummation, devoutly to be wished by all good and true men, The Parliament of Religions 
must prove no inconsiderable factor and contribution.”125 One need only add that, as the Parlia-
ment of Religions helped to bring about a new era in the West, so missionaries such as Gilbert 
Reid, Timothy Richard, George Candlin, W. A. P. Martin and Thomas Slater helped to usher in 
a new religious epoch in the East. 

121  Lewis P. Mercer, Review of the World’s Religions Congresses (Chicago, 1893). p. 320.  
122 The Nation, 21 September 1893. p. 204.  
123 Ibid., p. 23.  
124  John W. Hanson. The World’s Congress of Religions (Boston, 1894). p. 19.  
125 Unity, 21 September 1893. p. 38.
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Anti-Theology and the Riddles of Alcyone  
by  

Whitall N. Perry  

SOME readers of this journal may have come upon the writings of Alan Watts and wondered 
why he apparently aligned his outlook for a time with the work of Schuon, Guénon, and 
Coomaraswamy —only to draw away again. The answer is simple: a speculative intelligence 
brought him hither, and a spiritual unintelligence removed him thither—thither being in mod-
ern parlance the “anti-guru” mode of intellection for which Krishnamurti can be considered a 
leading exponent. Watts, an Anglican-trained theologian who has dipped into Oriental meta-
physic, sets forth the pattern of this transition in Beyond Theology, The Art of Godmanship,1 a 
crazy pastiche of esoteric insights and false deductions, yet typically symptomatic of the ills to 
which so much of the pseudo-spiritual flesh of our times is heir. 

He tells us he broke away from the philosophia perennis outlook because “there is not a 
scrap of evidence that the Christian hierarchy was ever aware of itself as one among several 
lines of transmission for a universal tradition”, whereas “the so-called ‘traditionalist school’ . . . 
regards every orthodox spiritual tradition as a more-or-less deliberate adaptation of the philoso-
phia perennis to the needs of different cultures.” The truth is, exclusivity is not the prerogative 
of Christianity: there never has been a religion East or West that did not require what Watts 
calls “an all-or-nothing commitment”, and certainly none of the above named proponents of 
the perennial wisdom ever claimed otherwise. It is quite another matter that a few sages in 
all traditions have recognized the same transcendent unity underlying divergent forms—Sri 
Ramakrishna, for example, where he says that “It is one and the same Avatara that, having 
plunged into the ocean of life, rises up in one place and is known as Krishna, and diving down 
again rises in another place and is known as Christ”, or Nicholas of Cusa (whom Watts would 
appropriate to his ends) when he says “Hence there is a single religion and a single creed for all 
beings endowed with understanding, and this religion is presupposed behind all the diversity 
of rites”. 

The author of Beyond Theology assumes a stance which he begs the reader not to mistake 
for blasphemy, or even “the Devil himself”, but to accept simply as the role of “Jester” at the 
Court of Heaven presiding as it were over a masque being played out between Atman and the 
human ego. Watts, however, is no Omar Khayyam: to qualify for the Fool at Court, one has 
both to know the palace rules and who holds command, whereas our Jester knows neither— 
a diplomatic gaffe compounded by his total cynicism as to the possibility of there being any 
Court or King at all. “Seriously, is it plausible to conceive our universe as something run on 
the lines of Egyptian, Persian and Byzantine monarchies, with their thrones and judgments, 
their dungeons, torture chambers and scaffolds? To say that the traditional Christian imagery 
of God as the heavenly King is to be understood as myth rather than fact . . . is only to say that 
the general climate of twentieth-century knowledge and thought has made it [the existence 
of such a being] thoroughly implausible and slightly comic. And so long as we are exhorted in 
church services to address ourselves (for example) ‘with a pure heart and a humble voice unto 
the throne of the heavenly grace,’ the very idea of God will be contaminated with this now 

 Meridian Books, The World Publishing Company, Cleveland and New York, 1968. 
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ridiculous image. It is simply unimaginable that the universe of modern astronomy and phys-
ics, biology and chemistry, should be the creation of any such pompous potentate; our world 
is much too astonishing for any explanation of that kind to be meaningful. . . . To sophisticated 
theologians it may seem somewhat naïve . . . to whip such a dead horse.” Watts can think he has 
learned something from the Hindus about Immanence, but anything to do with Transcendence 
is beyond his grasp, being as he is in complete ignorance concerning metaphysical principles and 
by consequence the theory of emanations descending from the noumenal to the phenomenal 
world. For him the doctrine of the archetypes is a dead letter; yet it is this doctrine that enables 
Hermes, for example, to say that earthly kings “hold their sovereignty after His likeness”, that 
is, “the supreme King of the universe.” 

God can as well lack majesty (“Highness”) as a mountain can lack height. 
As for the palace rules, the author of this manual on “Godmanship” could not care less, but 

the fact is that religion being by definition profoundly aristocratic, its language will necessarily 
be characterized by dignity and nobility. Watts is a skillful writer who knows perfectly well 
how to turn a phrase, and he has chosen to punctuate his points with consummate vulgarity. 
Indeed, the author leaves the reader with the impression that he has been traumatized by a 
frightful Anglican public-school syndrome. “Raised in this atmosphere, children never cease to 
feel that this is a world in which they do not really belong. Thus educated, men go through life 
on tiptoe, ever fearing to offend the mysterious Authority behind things, and the claim to be 
one Self with the eternal Ground of the world is felt to be the ultimate impertinence and ef-
frontery. Christianity does not have to remain in this nursery and boarding school atmosphere. 
. . . The ultimate identity of man with God is not identity with this Commander-in-Chief of 
the universe”. 

All this notwithstanding, Watts manifests a genuine appreciation of spiritual forms, such 
as the Latin Mass, Gregorian chant, the Philokalia, and “cathedrals, abbeys, priories, parish 
churches and oratories in the enchanted stone of Romanesque (Norman) and Gothic masons.” 
And no one could surpass his strictures on the Protestant Establishment: “The insides of most 
Protestant churches resemble courthouses or town halls, and the focal point of their services is a 
serious exhortation from a man in a black gown. No golden lights, no bells, incense, and candles. 
No mystery upon an altar or behind an iconostasis. But people brought up in this atmosphere 
seem to love it. It feels warm and folksy, and leads, on the one hand, to hospitals, prison reform, 
and votes for all, and, on the other, to sheer genius for drabness, plain cooking ungraced with 
wine, and constipation of the bright emotions—all of which are considered virtues. If I try to 
set aside the innate prejudices which I feel against this religion, I begin to marvel at the depth 
of its commitment to earnestness and ugliness. For there is a point at which certain types of 
ugliness become fascinating, where one feels drawn to going over them again and again, much as 
the tongue keeps fondling a hole in a tooth. I begin to realize that those incredibly plain people, 
with their almost unique lack of color, may after all be one of the most astonishing reaches of 
the divine māyā—the Dancer of the world as far out from himself as he can get, dancing not-
dancing.” 

Yet with all this, Watts has no sense of the sacred: “Every Easter Sunday should be celebrat-
ed with a solemn and reverent burning of the Holy Scriptures, for the whole meaning of the 
resurrection and ascension of Christ into heaven (‘which is within you’) is that God-manhood 
is to be discovered here and now inwardly, not in the letter of the Bible.” And again: “Is it re-
ally of any great interest to ask whether Jesus was literally and historically born of a virgin and 
resurrected physically after his death? This kind of emphasis makes him a human freak, like a 
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two-headed baby.” With how many heads was that similitude coined? 
The central argument of the book, based on a misconstruction of the Hindu teachings on 

līlā and māyā, is that no meaningful solution to the ills of existence is ever going to be achieved 
in Christian theological terms of an Absolute Potentate lording it (in the vein of the author) 
over a creature arbitrarily produced ex nihilo, then banished by the Fall, and ever after sadisti-
cally condemned—out of “loving chastisement”—to a moral rectitude in view of Redemption 
that by human definition is never achievable—until man goes beyond theology in a game of 
“Godmanship” where he discovers the delightful joke that he has really all along been the Di-
vine Self (Ātman) disguised (māyā) as the ego in an “eternal dance of hide-and-seek” (līlā). The 
tables are now turned: what was formerly thought to be outside or above ourselves is all at once 
seen to be within our very most center; “we” in reality are only so many variants of the one “I” 
whose “sport” is to scare “Himself” senseless with the most frightful nightmares He can invent 
about “otherness”, until when the universe is rent with shrieks of horror, the “Divine Jokester” 
calls the whole thing off by awakening with laughter that turns the agony into the ecstasy which 
all along it really was in disguise.2 The point is, “as soon as you realize that you are the Center, 
you have no further need to see it, to try to make it an object or an experience. This is why 
the mystics call the highest knowledge unknowing. . . . When the material world is no longer 
asked to provide the eternal home it is suddenly and amazingly transfigured. Its impermanence 
becomes a dance instead of a mockery. . . . It is likewise the body resurrected and the Paradise 
Garden. For death and the Last Day are when our conventional identity comes to the end of its 
tether and we ‘give up the ghost’ of the isolated ego.” By thus reducing eschatology to its proper 
perspective, we are delivered on the one hand from “the tedium of immortality” and “the mon-
strous notion of a physical universe containing the risen bodies of all our friends and relations 
permanently pickled in Spirit”, and on the other from “the Church’s disagreeable insistence on 
the reality of the totally malignant spirit of cosmic evil, [and] on everlasting damnation”. Seen 
within this new framework, “the Christian mythos has the possibility of blossoming into the 
most joyously exuberant, swinging, colorful, and liberated religion there ever was. Heaven need 
not wait for the grave.” We have more than an echo here of the Rev. Harvey Cox’s carnival-
spirit religion. For Watts, the pure materialist “is either a slob or a bore”, while the pure mystic 
“is more of a Euclidean proposition than a human being”. But the author, like R. C. Zaehner, 
believes the moment has arrived for “a really thoroughgoing spiritual materialism . . . a true 
marriage of Heaven and Earth”; and in this sense Karl Barth’s term “theology of crisis” points 
up the providential nature of the thorny aspects of Christianity, as being “the writhings which 
precede revelation; they are like the pangs of a woman in labor, but here in labor for the birth 
of a new kind of consciousness and a new apprehension of man’s identity.” 

And now Watts draws us into his confidence: “In writing this book, I am to some extent 
letting the cat out of the bag by publishing things which should be communicated in secret. 
. . . The esoteric is . . . what we communicate with winks rather than words. . . . But the very 
fact that sexual love and overt sexual imagery is the principal Christian taboo points directly to 
what must be, in fact, the mysterium tremendum, the inner and esoteric core of the religion. . . 
. The Church reeks of sexuality because it is the one thing intentionally and obviously absent, 
the one thing definitely concealed, and thus the one thing really important.” His argument runs 
that prudery is all part of the cosmic play intentionally cultivated to intensify sexual pleasure, 

A theme already developed in Gerald Heard’s Pain, Sex and Time. 
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whereas a libertine indulgence would glut the joy. Repressed sexuality is even seen as being at 
the core of the Inquisition. By joining in this cosmic game of “lust/guilt, prudery/prurience”, 
man is participating in “the eternal oscillation of in/out, lost/found, and yes/no. And this os-
cillation is also the vac, the primordial sound or word, AUM, whereby all things are brought 
into manifestation, and thus the equivalent of the Word in Christianity.” Hence, “if Christian-
ity really means what it says about the union of the Word and the Flesh, the resolution of the 
problem must be the divinisation of sexuality.” 

One has to insert a parenthesis here and ask where the author relates his own intelligence 
to the teachings of Christ. “Poor Jesus! If he had known how great an authority was to be pro-
jected upon him, he would never have said a word. His literary image in the Gospels has . . . 
become far more of an idol than anything graven . . . so that today the most genuinely reverent 
act of worship is to destroy that image. In his own words, ‘It is expedient for you that I go away, 
for if I go not away, the Paraclete (the Holy Spirit) cannot come unto you’. . . . To insist on the 
historicity of the Christian myth is to remove Christ to the sterile distance of an archaeological 
curiosity.” 

After this sobering mise au point, we can return to the more serious business of “Godman-
ship”, or what the author calls “making ‘celestial whoopee’. . . . The Indian image of the uni-
verse as a manifestation or emanation of the divine is such a simple and plausible game-form. 
. . . It permits gut-shaking seriousness up to the very last micro-second—to the bullet in the 
brain, or to the twist of some demon’s red-hot trident in the tenderest vitals of a hypocrite in 
hell, so that just beyond the point when everything reaches final and perfect evil, the scream 
turns suddenly into the ringing voice that says, ‘I am Alpha and Omega, the Beginning and the 
End!’” Thus is the “sadism” of Christian theology “transfigured” into the more comprehensive 
“masochism” of Oriental doctrines. 

It is likewise the encounter of the “I” with the “Eye”. In the chapter “Who Is Who?”, Watts 
describes this union: “If only I had the rubber necks of the people in the hymn who aspire 

Prostrate before thy Throne to lie,  
And gaze and gaze on thee!  

“At the same instant I become aware of those Eyes watching me right through the back of 
my head—Eyes that bore implacably into the most tender and disreputable centers of my soul 
. . . until everything is just one Eye. And because there is no brow, no face, I cannot tell what 
expression that Eye has. It just looks, and I can’t stand it. I start running, running in blind panic 
down the corridors of the temple; but every way I turn I am running straight into that Eye. I 
drop to the floor, curl up, shut my eyes, and cover my head. Yet the Eye comes at me from deep 
inside me—vaster than ever, filling all thinkable space. 

“There is nowhere—nowhere at all—left to go. . . . The only shred of myself that I can find 
is just the terror, the running away from that Eye. . . . There is nowhere for terror to go, no one 
to answer the screams, no darkness to cover me, no place to bury the body. And, just then, I 
am the Eye. For ‘the eye with which I see God,’ said Eckhart, ‘is the same eye with which God 
sees me.’” 

It only remains now to find out how we, too, can share in this oneness. The secret comes 
through not desiring it. “The final meaning of negative theology, of knowing God by unknow-
ing, of the abandonment of idols both sensible and conceptual, is that ultimate faith is not in 
or upon anything at all. It is complete letting go.” For the technique of mastering this “negative 
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theology”—a misnomer for “anti-theology”—Watts on the final page of his book turns the 
reader over to Krishnamurti. 

* * * 

Inspired by certain Messianic speculations of Madame Blavatsky, two of her disciples in the 
Theosophical Society, the Rev. C. W. Leadbeater and Annie Besant (a “reincarnation” of Gior-
dano Bruno, and prior to that, Hypatia), undertook to expedite the coming of the future Mai-
treya Buddha by themselves fixing on a vessel of election for the purpose. Thus within the first 
decade of our century a young Hindu, J. Krishnamurti, predestined through thirty previous “in-
carnations” and an “Initiate” of the “Great White Lodge” somewhere in Tibet, was recognized 
as the providential vehicle to incorporate the Second Advent; he was accordingly invested at 
Adyar, India, with the name Alcyone, made head of an Order (“Star in the East”), and sent to 
Oxford to complete the polishing necessary for the mission. 

He repudiated the whole comedy in 1929, dissolving the Order, rejecting Theosophy as just 
another “system”, and renouncing all claims to be a World Teacher. His sobriquet has been kept 
in this article, however, since even if he left the Theosophists, he has retained the “samskaras” 
(members of the Society still revere him) and done nothing to dispel the illusion that he has a 
crucial message for mankind about the possibility of an inner transformation of the individual-
ity with its consequent outward transformation of society. Give what explanation one will—his 
charisma, the social unrest and personal insecurity of his audience, the flattery of an “anti-
doctrine” that disowns orthodoxies and commitments—Krishnamurti has attracted masses for 
some half a century who buy his books, sit spellbound at his lectures, follow his seminars at 
Saanen, Switzerland, and now send their children to his Educational Center at Brockwood Park 
in Hampshire. A glance at the dialogues reproduced in any of his numerous books betrays a 
bourgeois banality camouflaged solely by a smoke screen of sophistries and by what Marco Pal-
lis calls “the rather repellent sophistication of his mode of expression”. 

As a prerequisite for understanding his “method”, Krishnamurti says it is essential that we 
discard all our previous thought reflexes and conditionings. The first notion to get rid of, then, 
is that this work has anything whatever to do with religion—with religion orthodox, revealed, 
or in any way consecrated—unless the word is to lose all meaning. This is given on his own 
authority (although he says “there is no authority whatsoever”) throughout his teachings which 
hold the revelations and practices of the world faiths in contempt: “Thought has cleverly said 
that there is a permanent, eternal self in yourself. . . . Thought has created the idea of an eternal 
self—the soul, the Atman—in order to find safety, hope” (Talks and Dialogues Saanen 1967, 
Netherlands: Servire, 1969). To follow him means not belonging “to any particular dogma, reli-
gion, church, and all that immature nonsense” (ibid.). “A devout Catholic, practicing his belief 
day after day, will experience the figure of Christ in his vision or dreams. That only strengthens 
his conditioning, therefore such a person is not free to observe; he remains a little bourgeois, 
caught in his own particular belief, his own particular dogma, inviting the world to enter his 
cage” (Talks and Discussions at Brockwood Park 1969, Servire/Wassenaar, 1970). “So one de-
pends inwardly more and more on something—a drug, a Master, a guru, a belief and so there 
is more dependence and more resistance and more fear” (ibid.). We read further on that the 
mind has everlastingly sought “the immortal and the timeless”, which can only be attained in 
that freedom which comes from going beyond mind: “Because I have no principle—which is 
a conclusion—I have no ideology and there is freedom.” Mind is the result of conditioning, he 
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tells us elsewhere in the same book. “When we are violent and angry, that violence is part of 
the animal. We have evolved from the higher apes, we have got that violence in us. Aren’t you 
the result of yesterday? . . . The whole Asiatic world believes that there is a soul, that there is 
the Atman. You can be conditioned to believe anything.”3 

Again, “there are innumerable gurus all over the world . . . who practice various systems 
of meditation. . . . A system implies not only the authority of the one who has achieved and 
who says, ‘I know’, but it also means to practice, day after day, in the hope of achieving some 
particular result. . . . If I practice something daily . . . my mind becomes more and more dulled 
as it gets caught in the habit of a routine. So one has to reject all systems because they are un-
intelligent” (ibid.). 

How, then are we to get beyond mind? By cultivating awareness: “An essential part of medi-
tation is this understanding of the difference between concentration and attention. Concentra-
tion demands effort; awareness or attention does not. . . . Where there is concentration there is 
exclusion and resistance; and where there is resistance there is conflict and the way of duality. I 
think that is fairly clear?” (ibid). What is clear is that the speaker does not know the etymology 
of the word he is attacking, for it means a con-centering or “synthesis” (samādhi) of our pow-
ers, an inclusive faculty transcending and resolving dualities, and exclusive uniquely of distrac-
tions, of the conventional mind activity which the speaker himself maintains must be stilled. 

But since Krishnamurti claims not to be a teacher, what is the sound all about? He claims 
that a teaching received “is already a secondhand thing”; therefore who is beguiling whom? Is 
he the dupe of his audience, or vice versa? The answer is: both—it is only through their mu-
tual ignorance that the comedy is perpetuated. While criticizing the thought of his questioners 
for “chasing its tail”, he is doing nothing other himself. To use another metaphor, he saws the 
branch on which he sits; for in default of a common denominator or minimal cognitive adequa-
tion between agent and recipient, no communication is possible, and ideas are voided in a flux 
of empty utterances. 

Furthermore, either his “message” is timeless, in which case it is madness to believe Krish-
namurti the first to promulgate it, or it is not, in which case it is a passing fad without interest. 
The man is in fact a victim of the very thought conditioning he would reject, being a product 
of the Brahmanic heritage from which he has deviated. The violence of his reaction against 
religion is a manifestation even of exactly the sort of antagonism, resistance, opposition, and 
conflict which he pretends to be rejecting. Moreover, every spiritual anomaly is nothing but the 
distortion of a truth. With Watts it is a perversion of negative theology and a confusion between 
the ego and the Self. Krishnamurti’s aberration is the same thing in a more “Hindu” mode, a 
distortion of the via negativa (neti, neti) of Advaita Vedānta. If he were a caste Hindu practic-
ing the sādhanās and dharmasāstra, he could have an ashram and pursue the Sankaran method 
of “non-identification of the self with the non-Self”. For it is perfectly true that the map is not 
the country it portrays, that spiritual attainment can only be had through a reversal of values, 
a rupture with habit, a spontaneous immediacy that cannot be “communicated”, and hence a 
“leap into the dark”. But these are things that every spiritual master knows. 

Let us, however, envisage the manner in which Krishnamurti himself might answer these 
charges. For this we can now hold an imaginary forum where his questioners bait him with 

 It is fantastic that one Asiatic alone should think he has escaped this “conditioning”. Thus are his arguments rendered nu-
gatory, following the dictum of Aristotle (Met. XI. 8. 30) : “A science of the accidental is not even possible .. . for all science is 
of that which is always or for the most part, but the accidental is in neither of these classes.” 

146 

3



Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 6, #3 (Summer 1972)  

some of the objections just put forth: 

Question: Some people say you are sawing the branch you sit on. 

ANSWER: Who is sitting on the branch? Is thought sitting on that branch? Because if so, then it 
is good, because that is precisely what we want, namely, to saw thought off from its own habit-
formed foundations. If thought ceases to see the duality between itself and the branch, then 
who is there to stay on the branch or fall off? If on the other hand thought remains conditioned 
to the idea of sawing at something in order to obtain a result, then when the branch comes 
down the situation creating the complex is dissolved and so in either case release is obtained. 

Question: Sir, spiritual teachers claim that the Truth is always one and the same, being beyond all 
relativity and change. If, therefore, we admit that the founders of all the great religions of the world 
were adequate vehicles of the Truth, what is it you have to tell us that they did not already teach? 
According to this view, if what you say is true, then it has always been true; and if it is something 
that has only been discovered now, then it belongs to the realm of relativity and thus has no value. 

ANSWER: I like this question. It is a good question, because it betrays all the errors with which 
thought is plagued. Did Jesus create a system? Did Krishna, or Buddha? Jesus said, “the wind 
bloweth where it listeth.” What system do we find here? Krishna says in the Gītā: “Giving up 
all Dharmas, come unto Me alone for refuge.” And the Buddha, what did he say? Do you know 
the Flower Sermon, Sir? He held up a flower. That was all! 

One understands something before the thought enters. But we are prejudiced with the hu-
man habit to formulate and separate into systems, and so we have Hinduism and Christianity, 
Capitalism and Communism, Catholics versus Protestants. And then we have religious wars, 
political wars; people want peace and their very desire for it breeds conflict. In our striving we 
become neurotic. I have a neurosis. I want love, and then there is a sexual desire--not the sex, 
but the habit bred by thought that without the desire I cannot find satisfaction. And so I pursue 
my desire, and this brings jealousy, the fear of being betrayed, the idea I have of how I should 
be loved, and not obtaining it. And what then, Sir, happens to love, to living in pure creative 
energy? Is it not uselessly dissipated because I am neurotic? And so you ask if this possibility for 
energy is something that has only been discovered now, and I answer that it has always been 
there, otherwise of course it is not true. But these things are not conjectures, and the proof is 
that you can see for yourself that there is neurosis and conflict in the world; it is not I who in-
vented them. And there is always the wish to end the conflict and live in peace, which shows 
that something stands in the way of happiness. And is this thing not time? And what creates 
time? Time is the creation of thought, brought about by planning and organizing and system-
atizing what should be spontaneous. And so we are kept in duality, and kept from gaining ac-
cess to spontaneous energy outside of time. Therefore, Sir, if you ask if these ideas are new, I 
answer that new and old can have no meaning outside of time, and so if we can get rid of time, 
then the problem is solved of itself and the question has no more meaning!4 

Question: I am not satisfied that this answers the point that was raised. You appear to evade the 

 In case this is confusing the reader, let him know that error is also “timeless”—in the way that hell is. 
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issue by constantly shifting your reasoning and. . . 

ANSWER: Madam, please do not go further; I want all of you to stop on these words; consider 
carefully the trap we are getting into! Does this not illustrate just that conditioning which rea-
son has built into all of us through centuries of automatic prejudice against change? You have 
the opportunity to profit from what you call shifting reasoning only if you can cultivate the 
awareness necessary to accept change with a quiet mind and then... 

Question: Sir, I throw in the sponge. 

ANSWER: Oh, I beg you not to do that, for you are thereby only creating a new conflict, a 
series of tensions; you are simply reinforcing your sense of separativity and fragmentation, thus 
obliging us to start the whole discussion over again from where we just left off. 

* * * 

People like Heard, Huxley, Watts, Zaehner, Krishnamurti, Teilhard de Chardin, Aurobindo, 
Gopi Krishna and so forth are only the tip of the iceberg, but whatever their point of de-
parture and particular persuasion, they are all in one way or another spokesmen for a New 
Religion (Watts even has a name for it, the “Church of All Fools”) and have in common these 
salient characteristics: a patent individualism, a scientific and moralistic humanism, evolutionism, 
a relativistic “intuitionism”, inability to grasp metaphysical and cosmological principles and the 
realities of the Universal domain, a mockery (latent or overt) of the sacred, a prodigal dearth of 
spiritual imagination, no eschatological understanding, a pseudo mysticism in the form of a “cos-
mic consciousness”. 

A patent individualism: As just one example, both Watts and Krishnamurti say that the il-
lusive separativity between the ego and “Atman” is engendered by the very feeling one has of 
separativity. How then can we get rid of this feeling? By dropping even the desire to get rid of 
it! (“holy cunning”). For the life of the ego is perpetuated in a self-conscious dualism forever 
oscillating between yes and no, pleasure and pain, hope and deception, desire and frustration. 
Watts gives by way of illustration the dilemma of wanting to be humble, and being proud of 
one’s humility, and proud of seeing through one’s pride in one’s humility, ad infinitum; or again, 
the predicament of the religious praying for the grace to have pure love of God, and being 
tormented by the secret apprehension that self-will lurks in the shadow of this effort at selfless-
ness. Admittedly the ego ‘as such has no means of transcending individuality, but that is not 
the problem; and the preoccupation of the authors in question with artificial stalemates of this 
kind actually betrays a dualism on their part that is irresolvable thanks purely to their “closed 
system” of egocentric subjectivity—the forfeit of their individualism. In reality the soul is more 
than just the ego, as appears in the Gospel passage : “Lord, I believe ; help thou mine unbelief”; 
there is also its immortal, transpersonal center (duo sunt in homine) whose natural abode is the 
supernal world; and a contemplative on the spiritual path is centered in the sacraments—of 
non-human origin—so that the workings of the ego are peripheral and already in some way 
external or foreign to himself—a commotion removed to the outer horizon for which he can 
only feel detachment or holy disdain (contemptus mundi). 

A scientific and moralistic humanism: The New Religion school unequivocally advocates a 
materialistic faith with man at the center, a faith wedded to technology for the betterment of 
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the human race. In its view, science—the product of discursive reasoning born of that “fuller 
consciousness” which is at once the fruit and ransom of the “Fall”—has outstripped dualistic 
reasoning’s ability to keep pace; and the remedy for this lies in some sort of “yoga” capable of 
healing on a higher plane the present scission between the rational but divisive ego and the cos-
mic All, thus endowing man with the “vision” to exploit technology for purely philanthropic 
ends. 

Evolutionism: Progress is for these anti-dogmatists notwithstanding an uncontested dogma. 
As indicated just above, they conceive the human race prior to the “Fall” composed of sub-
rational creatures enjoying through their faculty of instinct an “existential” identity with the 
cosmos (Teilhard’s “collective co-consciousness”); the “Fall”—quotation marks are used be-
cause for these people it is really an evolutional advance—is a picturesque fable to describe the 
conscious accession of free will and reason, although these evolutionists are pleased to exploit 
the theological term, since effectively there is in the ego’s emergence a “descent” into discur-
sive, analytical thought (“the knowledge of good and evil”), and a certain taint of “sin”: self-
will perforce begets pride. “Redemption” (at-one-ment) must accordingly be construed as the 
next evolutional breakthrough to be achieved when the social tensions of the present day have 
reached their ultimate crisis point (kairos), thus exploding into the birth of the superman, the 
apocatastatic Parousia, at one again with the cosmos—and all his gadgetry along to boot. What 
traditional doctrines without exception teach is exactly the inverse: namely, that prelapsarian 
humanity lived in unity by the light of the Intellect (which can only be called “instinct” at the 
risk of admitting that apes likewise were created “in the image of God”), that the Fall came 
from the veiling of this Intellect through various causes, and that macrocosmic salvation is tan-
tamount to the unveiling once more of this Intellect through the reversal of these causes, and 
the restoration of salvageable man-kind to its pristine state. 

A relativistic “intuitionism”: This is characterized by thought which is “floating”, sentimen-
tal, and vague—albeit clever, or even “scintillating”. Reason here is “dynamic” and subjective, 
and thus prone to attribute purely psychological motives to even the greatest manifestations of 
spirituality and wisdom; it scorns intellectual, contemplative, and “static” objectivity as being 
pharisaism or “retreat-ism”, while leaning uncritically at the same time towards parapsychol-
ogy, the phenomenal, and other prolongations of extra-sensory exoticism. 

Inability to grasp principles: Watts believes the idea of God can only become intelligible 
and central when we transpose concepts of height into terms of depth, or the Ground of all 
existence. If he understood the hierarchy of the states of being, “descending” or “exteriorizing” 
from the Universal to the individual order, questions of spatial orientation would be a mat-
ter of terminology; but as precisely he conceives of “up” and “down” in a purely individual, 
quasi-physical sense, to relegate Heaven to the Abyss is not just a figure of speech. Admittedly 
an abstract Ground may flatter the sophistications of intelligence in a way that a Personal God 
“on high” does not; however, there still remains the metacosm, and the macrocosm with its 
essences, exemplars, principalities, and archetypes, and the relationship of the microcosm to 
all this; in fact, when it comes to how the visible world is produced from the invisible, these 
authors are singularly silent. Their data seems limited to what science has to teach about pure 
energy being the substratum of phenomenal existence, with the reservation that this force or 
“vibration” is considered by them to be endowed with some kind of “intelligence”. 

Mockery of the sacred: That may seem a strong word, but the attitude de facto of these New 
Religion partisans amounts to this; totally foreign to their “fixation” on change and becom-
ing is a world view based on the finality of an Absolute, unchanging Principle, Eternal, Infi-
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nite, always the same unto Itself, and which in differing modalities—of non-human, timeless 
origin—reveals Itself through Avataric descents, sacred scripture, and by extension the divine 
aspirations of saints and sages. When belief in infallibility no longer prevails, the certitude in 
unshakable authority crumbles, Krishna, Buddha, Christ, Muhammad, Lao-tse are relegated 
to the fallible, individual plane, and everyone is henceforth on his own, making impertinence 
well-nigh irresistible. 

A prodigious dearth of spiritual imagination: This follows of itself from what precedes. For 
a few very bright gentlemen of our century, university-trained in Western culture, to speak as 
though they have discovered spiritual truths of which the entire humanity of the world has 
hitherto been in iignorance,—that untold millions of Hindus, Buddhists, Taoists, Confucian-
ists, Shintoists, Jews, Christians, Muslims, plus countless other ethnic groups have all shared 
in common the same errors concerning a Personal God, an afterlife, the immortality of the 
soul, the necessity of rites, and so on—and for these personages to hold forth as though there 
had never been Solomon, Sankara, Plato, Ibn Arabi, Eckhart, Nagarjuna, Chuang-tse, and the 
rest—for such a phenomenon to be possible surely the politest explanation one can give is lack 
of imagination. 

No eschatological understanding: The expression in the first paragraph of this article, “dipped 
into”, is used advisedly, as anything deeper than a dilettantish approach would force the mini-
mal recognition that Oriental doctrines are no more accommodating than Christianity: all reli-
gions basically agree in their eschatologies, in their moral injunctions and stress on virtues rela-
tive to man’s ultimate ends, in their promises and warnings of future rewards and punishments 
pertaining to beatitudes and immensities for which the present world is but the threshold. To 
the New Religion school, however, all this is a closed book. 

“Cosmic consciousness”: There is the conviction here that man has potential access to vast-
ly extended realms of consciousness underlying his habitual perceptions, and that the mys-
tics—whatever their exaggerations and excesses and supernatural embroidering, and despite 
the clumsiness of their trial-and-error ascesis, plus the portion that, can be written off as pure 
hysteria—do in fact have the not unappreciable merit of being forerunners in this direction by 
pointing to some common ground of awareness or reality that exists beyond any reasonable 
doubt. The awaited consciousness of the future is “cosmic” in that it will reunite the ego— 
stranded since the “Fall”—with the common Ground of all existence; and this, in the words of 
Watts, “is the mighty self-abandonment which gives birth to the stars”. 

Provided, that is, the stars have yet to be born. 
This essay can best be terminated with the following clarification by Frithjof Schuon: “All 

these movements are characterized by the detachment they affect in respect to pure doctrine, 
the incorruptibility of which they hate; for them this purity is ‘dogmatism’; they fail to under-
stand that the Truth does not deny forms from without, but transcends them from within”. 

“Orthodoxy contains and guarantees infinitely precious values which man could never draw 
from himself” (Spiritual Perspectives and Human Facts, ch. IV). 
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(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

We love and tend the body, the least agreeable and most vile of all 
things! For if we had to tend our neighbour’s body for ten days only 
we could not bear it. Consider what it would be to get up in the morn-
ing and clean some one else’s teeth, and then to perform some other 
necessary office for him. Truly it is wondrous that we should love that 
for which we do such mean services day by day. I stuff this bag; then I 
empty it; what could be more tiresome? But I am bound to serve God. 
That is why I stay here and put up with washing this miserable body of 
mine, and giving it fodder and shelter; and when I was younger, it laid 
other commands on me as well, and yet I bore with it. Why then, when 
Nature, who gave you your body, takes it away, can you not bear it? 

Epictetus 
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Remarks on the Sunnah  
by  

Frithjof Schuon  

TO the “Book” (Kitāb) of God is joined the “Practice” (Sunnah) of the Prophet; it is true that 
the Koran itself speaks of the Sunnah of Allāh, meaning by this God’s principles of action 
with regard to men, but tradition has reserved this word for the ways of acting, customs and 
examples of Muhammad. These precedents constitute the norm, at all levels, of Moslem life. 

The Sunnah comprises several dimensions: physical, moral, social, spiritual, and others be-
sides. Belonging to the physical dimension are the rules of decorum that result from the nature 
of things: for example, not to engage in intense conversation during meals, nor a fortiori to speak 
while eating; to rinse one’s mouth after eating or drinking, not to eat garlic, to observe all the 
rules of cleanliness, and to leave one’s shoes at the door. Equally a part of this Sunnah are the 
rules relating to dress: to cover one’s head and, for men, to wear a turban whenever possible and 
not to wear silk or gold. Other rules require that men and women do not mix in public gather-
ings, or that a woman does not preside at prayer in front of men; some allege that she should 
not even do this in front of other women, or that she should not chant the Koran, but these two 
opinions are belied by traditional precedents. Finally, there are the elementary Islamic gestures 
which every Moslem knows: ways of greeting, thanking, and so on. It goes without saying that 
the majority of these rules admit of no exception in any circumstances whatsoever. 

There is also, and even above all in the hierarchy of values, the spiritual Sunnah, concerning 
the “remembrance of God” (dhikr) and the principles of the “journey” (sulūk); this Sunnah is 
very parsimonious as regards what is truly essential in it. Basically, it contains all the traditions 
referring to the relationship between God and man; this relationship may be either separative 
or unitive, exclusive or inclusive, distinctive or participative. There is another domain which 
must be rigorously distinguished from this spiritual Sunnah, although it may sometimes seem 
to overlap with it, and this is the moral Sunnah, which concerns above all the highly complex 
realm of social relationships with all their psychological and symbolist concomitances. In spite 
of certain obvious coincidences, this dimension does not enter, strictly speaking, into esoter-
ism; it cannot form part—without abuse of terminology—of the sapiential perspective, for it is 
clearly alien to the contemplation of essences and to concentration on the one and only Reality. 
This intermediate Sunnah on the contrary goes as it were hand in hand with the specifically 
devotional or obediential perspective, at any rate to a large extent, and it is consequently exo-
teric, whence its will-bound and individualistic appearance; the fact that certain of its elements 
contradict one another shows moreover that one can and must make one’s choice. 

What the faqīr (the spiritually poor) will retain of this Sunnah will be, not so much the 
ways of acting as the intentions that are inherent in them, that is, the spiritual attitudes and 
the virtues which relate to the Fitrah,1 to the primordial perfection of man and thereby to the 
normative nature (uswah) of the Prophet. Every man must possess the virtue of generosity, for 
this is part of his theomorphic nature: but generosity of soul is one thing, and a particular ges-
ture of generosity characteristic of the Bedouin world is another. It will doubtless be said that 
every gesture is a symbol; with this we agree, on two express conditions: firstly, that the gesture 

The primordial perfection of man, corresponding to the “Golden Age”. 
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does not proceed from a conventional automatism, insensitive to the possible absurdity of the 
results; and secondly, that the gesture is not the vehicle or the prop of a religious sentimental-
ism incompatible with the perspective of the Intellect and the Essence. 

Fundamentally, the moral or social Sunnah is a direct or indirect adequation of the will to 
the human norm; its aim is to actualize, and not to limit, our positive horizontal nature; but as 
it is addressed to all, it necessarily vehicles limitative elements from the point of view of verti-
cal perfection. This horizontal and collective character of a certain Sunnah necessarily implies 
that it is a sort of māyā or upāya,2 which means that it is both a support and an obstacle and 
that it may become a veritable shirk,3 doubtless not for the ordinary believer, but for the sālik.4 

The intermediate Sunnah prevents the ordinary man from being a wild beast and from losing 
his soul; but it may also prevent a man of outstanding spiritual gifts from transcending forms 
and from realizing the Essence. The intermediate Sunnah may favor vertical realization just as 
it may hold a man back in the horizontal dimension; it is both a factor of equilibrium and a 
weight. It favors ascension, but does not condition it; it contributes to the conditioning of ascen-
sion only by its intrinsic and non-formal contents which, precisely, are in principle independent 
of formal attitudes. 

From the point of view of the Religio perennis, the question of the Sunnah implies a highly 
delicate problem, given that the accentuation of the intermediate and social Sunnah goes hand 
in hand with a particular religious psychism, which by definition excludes other equally pos-
sible religious psychisms and which fashions, as they do, a particular mentality, one which 
obviously is not essential to Islamic gnosis. Quite apart from this aspect of things, it should not 
be forgotten that the Prophet, like every man, was obliged to accomplish a multitude of actions 
during his life, and that he necessarily performed these in one particular way and not in another, 
and even in different ways depending on the outward or inward circumstances; he fully intend-
ed to serve as a universal model, but he did not always specify whether or not a given action 
amounted, strictly speaking, to a prescription. Furthermore, the Prophet gave different teach-
ings for different men, without being responsible for the fact that the Companions—of very 
diverse gifts—later transmitted all that they had heard and seen, and that they did so sometimes 
in divergent ways, depending on individual observations and emphases. The conclusion to be 
drawn from this is that not every element of Sunnah imposes itself in the same way or with the 
same certainty, and that in many cases the teaching lies in the intention rather than in the form. 

Be that as it may, there is a fundamental truth that should not be lost sight of, namely, that 
the plane of action is in itself entirely human, and insistance on a multitude of forms of action, 
belonging necessarily to a particular style, constitutes an absorbing karma yoga5 which has no 
connection with the way of metaphysical discernment and concentration on the Essential. In 
the person of the Prophet there is both simple and complex, and amongst men there are diverse 
vocations; the Prophet necessarily personifies a religious—and therefore human—climate of a 
particular character, but he likewise personifies, and in a different connection, the Truth in it-
self and the Way as such. There is an imitation of the Prophet founded on the religious illusion 
that he is intrinsically better than all the other Prophets, including Jesus, and there is another 

2 A “saving mirage”, according to the Mahayana.  
3 An “association” of something with God.  
4 The spiritual “traveler”.  
5 A path based on action.
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imitation of the Prophet founded on the prophetic quality in itself, that is on the perfection 
of the Logos become man; this imitation is necessarily more true, more profound and conse-
quently less formalist than the first, it is centered less on outward actions than on the reflections 
of the Divine Names in the soul of the human Logos. 

Niffari, who incarnates esoterism in the truest sense of the word, and not a will-conditioned 
and still largely exoterist pre-esoterism, bore witness to the following: “Allāh said to me: for-
mulate thy petition to Me thus: Lord, how must I attach myself firmly to Thee so that on the 
day of my Judgment Thou wilt not punish me or turn Thy face from me? Then I (Allāh) shall 
answer thee saying: Attach thyself to the Sunnah in thine outward doctrine and practice, and 
attach thyself in thine inward soul to the Gnosis which I have given thee; and know that when 
I make Myself known to thee, I will not accept from thee anything of the Sunnah except what 
My Gnosis brings thee, for thou are one of those to whom I speak; thou hearest Me and thou 
knowest that thou hearest Me, and thou seest that I am the source of all things.” The com-
mentator on the passage remarks that the Sunnah has a general application and that it makes no 
distinction between the seekers of a created reward and the seekers of the Essence, and that it 
contains what any and every person may have need of. Another saying of Niffari: “And He said 
to me: My exoteric (zāhiri) Revelation does not support My esoteric Revelation (bātini)”. And 
yet another, of an abrupt symbolism that needs to be understood: “The good actions of the pi-
ous man are the bad actions of the privileged of Allāh”. Which indicates as clearly as possible 
the relativity of certain elements of the Sunnah and the relativity of the cult of the intermediate 
Sunnah. 

* * * 

Adab—traditional politeness—is in fact a particularly problematical sector of the Sunnah be-
cause of two factors, namely narrow interpretation and blind convention. Adab can be flattened 
out into a formalism that is so cut off from its profound intentions that formal attitudes sup-
plant the intrinsic virtues which are the whole point of their existence; an ill-understood adab 
can give rise to dissimulation, touchiness, untruth and childishness; on the pretext that one 
must neither contradict a person one is speaking with nor tell him anything disagreeable, one 
leaves him in harmful error or one refrains from giving him a necessary piece of information, or 
one inflicts on him, out of kindness, situations which may to say the least, be undesirable, and 
so on. Be that as it may, it is important to know—and to understand—that adab, even when 
well understood, has limits: thus, tradition recommends that one should conceal the faults of 
a brother Moslem, if thereby no harm results for the collectivity, but it lays down that one 
should reprimand this brother in private, without regard for adab, if there is a chance that the 
reprimand will be accepted: likewise, adab must not prevent the denunciation in public of 
faults and errors which run the risk of affecting others. As regards the relativity of adab, it may 
be recalled that the Shaikh Darqāwi and others have sometimes obliged their disciples to break 
certain rules, without nevertheless going against the Law, the sharī‘ah; in this case it is not a 
question of the Malāmatiyah, who seek their own humiliation, but simply of the principle of 
the “breaking of habits” with a view to “sincerity” (sidq) and “poverty” (faqr) before God. 

As regards a certain Sunnah in general, reference may be made to the following saying of the 
Shaikh Darqāwi, reported by Ibn Ajibah: “The systematic pursuit of meritorious acts and the 
multiplication of supererogatory practices are habits amongst others; they pull the heart in all 
directions. Let the disciple therefore hold fast to a single dhikr, to a single action, each according 
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to what corresponds to him.” 
From a slightly different point of view, it might be objected that a quintessential and conse-

quently very free interpretation of the Sunnah can only concern a few Sufis and not the sālikīn, 
the “travelers”6 We would say, rather, that the liberty concerns the Sufis in so far as they have 
transcended the world of forms ; but it also concerns the sālikīn in so far as they follow in prin-
ciple the way of Gnosis and their starting point, from this very fact, is of necessity inspired by 
the perspective that conforms to this way; in the nature of things they are aware a priori of the 
relativity of forms, especially of some, so that a social formalism with sentimental undertones 
cannot be imposed on them. 

The relativity of a certain Sunnah, in a perspective which is not a karma yoga, still less 
an exoterism, does not annul the importance which the aesthetic integrity of forms has for a 
civilization, right down to the objects that surround us; for whereas abstaining from a symbolic 
action is not in itself an error, the presence of a false form is a permanent error,7 even the one 
who is subjectively independent of it cannot deny that it is an error, and thus an element con-
trary in principle to spiritual health and to the imponderability of barakah.8 The decadence of 
traditional art goes hand in hand with the decay of spirituality. 

In Amidism and also in japa yoga,9 the initiate must abandon all other religious practices 
and put his faith in quintessential orison alone; this is the expression, not of an arbitrary opin-
ion, but of an aspect of the nature of things; and this aspect is reinforced in the case of men 
who, in addition to this reduction as to method, base themselves on pure and total metaphys-
ics. Moreover, knowledge of the various traditional worlds, and so of the relativity of doctrinal 
formulations and formal perspectives, reinforces the need for essentiality on the one hand and 
universality on the other; the essential and the universal are all the more imperative because we 
live in a world of philosophical supersaturation and spiritual disintegration. 

The perspective which allows the actualization of the awareness of the relativity of con-
ceptual and moral forms has always existed in Islam—witness the passage in the Koran about 
Moses and al-Khidr, and also some ahādith which reduce the conditions of salvation to the 
simplest attitudes. This perspective is likewise that of primordiality and universality, and so of 
Fitrah; this is what Jalāl ad-Din Rūmī expresses in the following terms: “I am neither Christian, 
Jew, Parsi nor Moslem. I am neither of the East nor of the West, nor of the land nor of the sea. . 
. . I have put aside duality, I have seen that the two worlds are one; I seek the One, I know the 
One, I see the One, I invoke the One. He is the First, He is the Last, He is the Outward, He is 
the Inward. . .”. 

6 Those who have not yet reached the destination.  
7 Modern churches and priests in civilian dress are irrefutable evidence of this.  
8 Blessing, spiritual presence (translator’s note).  
9  The incantatory method, whose Vedic seed lies in the monosyllable Om.
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The Two Selves:  
Coomaraswamy as Man and Metaphysician  

by  
Roger Lipsey  

“The Gods entered into man, they made the mortal their house”. His passible nature has 
now become “ours”: and from this predicament he cannot easily recollect or rebuild him-
self, whole and complete. We are now the stone from which the spark can be struck, the 
mountain beneath which God lies buried... “You” and “I” are the psycho-physical prison 
and Constrictor in whom the First has been swallowed up that “we” might be all…. He 
in whom we were imprisoned is now our prisoner; as our Inner Man is submerged in and 
hidden by our Outer Man. It is now his turn to become the Dragon-slayer; and in this war 
of the God with the Titan, now fought within you, where we are “at war with ourselves,” 
his victory and resurrection will be also ours, if we have known Who we are. It is now for 
him to drink us dry, for us to be his wine.1 

COOMARASWAMY’S late years were a time of eloquence: e-loquence, he would have been 
apt to write, in order to emphasize that words come out from a source. Out of what did he 
speak? What sustained his eloquence? In the passage taken from Hinduism and Buddhism as 
epigraph, it is clear that the ideas, myths, and images of many traditional cultures circulate 
around a center. Coomaraswamy is like a magician who has worked them all into a single 
long scarf or temple banner and swirls them in the air before the reader. If we ask which ideas 
or images were most important to him, which are the ones that he worked into the banner 
with particular care, we may be able to fill in an extremely important part of his biography: 
his search for self-knowledge. It is just this that can be identified as his “centre”: a search. If 
we fail to understand at least something of this inmost element of his biography, we run the 
risk of being rather indifferent spectators at the end of his life, when just this element became 
more important than any other. The easy way out for author and reader would be to say that 
all one really must do is read certain essays and books in which Coomaraswamy most clearly 
expressed his understanding of the meaning and purpose of human existence: read Hinduism 
and Buddhism through, “Akimcaññā: Self-Naughting,” “The Vedānta and Western Tradition,” 
“Svayamātrnnā: Janua Coeli,” “Who is ‘Satan’ and Where is ‘Hell’?” and other essays where 
the traditional psychology is discussed.2 The hard way out, in fact an impossibility, would be to 
review the whole of traditional psychology as Coomaraswamy assembled it from Eastern and 
Western and, as he would say, Northern and Southern sources. Between the easy and the im-
possibly hard there must be an appropriate path to follow —and so our discussion of his search 
becomes itself a search. 

Coomaraswamy recognized himself in the psychological, metaphysical, and religious ideas 
of traditional texts far more than in the great ideas of twentieth-century psychology. He made 

1 AKC (Ananda K. Coomaraswamy), Hinduism and Buddhism, New York, 1943, pp. 8-9. 
2 Each of these essays, with the exception of Hinduism and Buddhism, will be re-printed in the Bollingen Coomaraswamy. 
Meanwhile they may be found in, respectively, The New Indian Antiquary, Vol. III, 1940; The American Scholar, Vol. VIII, 
1939; Zalmoxis, Vol. II, 1939; and Review of Religion, Nov. 1947. 
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the equation: “traditional philosophy = metaphysics = ontology = theology,”3 and to these 
could be added the terms “psychology, or rather pneumatology,” which figure in the title of 
his most outstanding unpublished paper, “On the Indian and Traditional Psychology, or rather 
Pneumatology.”4 With this distinction between psychology and a science of the spirit (pneuma) 
we plunge into his thought, which was both a careful re-expression of traditional thought and 
a series of reflections about himself. This double perspective is important. For example, the 
struggle of the God and the Titan is a myth that he recounted in several different contexts— 
Vedic and Greek among others, but it also signified something for him in the context of him-
self, for he was “at war with himself,” to paraphrase the passage. It should be said at this point 
that Coomaraswamy’s thought went beyond his experience, as a light flashes out beyond its 
source, and that a man’s inner experience is “a secret between himself and God”.5 He no more 
demanded of his readers that they at once experience the struggle of the God and the Titan in 
themselves than he demanded it of himself; what he wished was to expound very richly this 
traditional psychology which is also a metaphysic and a myth, in order to prepare both his own 
mind and the reader’s for a subsequent “verification.” He often used the term “verification” in 
preference to “realization,” probably on the one hand because “realization” had become a mot-
clef of popular Orientalism and on the other because this term expressed his conviction that 
the inner life has to be approached intentionally and actively, as much in a scientific spirit as in 
a spirit of prayer. 

The traditional doctrine which seems to have been primordial in Coomaraswamy’s thought 
is the idea of Two Selves. 

Our whole metaphysical tradition, Christian and other, maintains that “there are two 
in us,” this man and the Man in this man; and that this is so is still a part and parcel of 
our spoken language in which, for example, the expression “self-control” implies that 
there is one that controls and another subject to control, for we know that “nothing 
acts upon itself,” though we forget it when we talk about “self-government.” Of these 
two “selves,” outer and inner man, psycho-physical “personality” and very Person, the 
human composite of body, soul, and spirit is built up. Of these two, on the one hand 
body-and-soul (or –mind), and on the other, spirit, one is mutable and mortal, the other 
constant and immortal; one “becomes,” the other “is,” and the existence of the one that 
is not, but becomes, is precisely a “personification” or “postulation,” since we cannot 
say of anything that never remains the same that “it is.” And however necessary it may 
be to say “I” and “mine” for the practical purposes of everyday life, our Ego in fact is 
nothing but a name for what is really only a sequence of observed behaviors.6 

Coomaraswamy returned many times to this doctrine, expounding it first in the terms of 
one tradition, then in the terms of another. He pointed out in general the important role of rep-
etition in traditional cultures: people in them wish to be reminded again and again of essentially 

3 AKC, Letter to S.E., 20 February 1941, private collection. 
4 To be published in Bollingen Coomaraswamy, Volume II. 
5 The phrase is from AKC’s “Mahātmā,” Calcutta Review, 3rd Series, Vol. LXVI, 1939; reprinted in The Fire Sermon: Essays 
on Art, Metaphysics, and Culture by Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, edited by Roger Lipsey, to be published in 1973 in the Penguin  
Metaphysical Library.  
6 AKC, “Who is ‘Satan’ and Where is ‘Hell’?” op. cit., p. 51.
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the same things, either of ideas that are never well enough understood, among intellectuals, or 
of a relation with divinity that is never pure enough, among worshippers (a category that by 
no means excludes intellectuals, as Coomaraswamy liked to illustrate through the example of 
Śañkarācārya).7 In his comments on the value of repetition, it is easy to hear Coomaraswamy 
himself speaking. 

When he joked about the repetitions in his own writings, he called them “the same old 
stuff”, but in fact it was a serious occupation for him to reformulate fundamental truths many 
times over. 

. . . In the words of Eckhart, “Holy scripture cries aloud for freedom from self.” In this 
unanimous and universal teaching, which affirms an absolute liberty and autonomy, 
spatial and temporal, attainable as well here and now as anywhere else, this treasured 
“personality” of ours is at once a prison and a fallacy, from which the Truth shall set 
you free: a prison, because all definition limits that which is defined, and a fallacy be-
cause in this ever changing composite and corruptible psycho-physical “personality” it 
is impossible to grasp a constant, and impossible therefore to recognize any authentic or 
“real” substance. In so far as man is merely a “reasoning and mortal animal,” tradition 
is in agreement with the modern determinist in affirming that “this man,” so-and-so, 
has neither free will nor any element of immortality. . . . Tradition, however, departs 
from science by replying to the man who confesses himself to be only the reasoning and 
mortal animal that he has “forgotten who he is” (Boethius, De Consol., prose vi), re-
quires of him to “Know thyself,” and warns him, “If thou knowest not thyself, begone” 
(si ignoras te, egredere, Cant. 1.8). Tradition, in other words, affirms the validity of our 
consciousness of being but distinguishes it from the so-and-so that we think we are. . . . 
Liberation is not a matter only of shaking off the physical body—oneself is not so easily 
evaded—but, as Indian texts express it, of shaking off all bodies, mental or psychic as 
well as physical.8 

In some passages, Coomaraswamy seems to be saying that the “little self” is a danger and 
delusion from which the wise wish to be totally free: 

Freedom is from one’s self, this “I” and its affections. He only is free from virtues and 
vices and all their fatal consequences who never became anyone, he only can be free 
who is no longer anyone; impossible to be freed from oneself and also to remain oneself. 
The liberation from good and evil that seemed impossible and is impossible for the man 
whom we define by what he does or thinks and who answers to the question, “Who is 
that?”, “It’s me,” is possible only for him who can answer at the Sundoor to the ques-
tion “Who art thou?”, “Thyself.” He who fettered himself must free himself, and that 
only can be done by verifying the assurance, “That art thou.” It is as much for us to 
liberate him by knowing Who we are as for him to liberate himself by knowing Who 
he is. . .9 

7 Cf. AKC, “The Origin and Use of Images in India,” in The Transformation of Nature in Art, Cambridge (Mass.), 1934; New  
York, 1956.  
8 AKC, “Akimcaññā: Self-Naughting,” op. cit., pp. 1-5.  
9 AKC, Hinduism and Buddhism, op. cit., pp. 16-17.
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In the war between Self and self, between the purposes of the Spirit and the purposes of 
body and psyche, Coomaraswamy seems often, as we said, to have declared guerre à outrance: 
the “self-naughting” which would permit the greater Self to live more in the open, must be 
carried very far and carried out very seriously, in his view of things. When one has felt the truth 
of such a saying as this from the Enneads: “Other than that single, all-inclusive Life, all other life 
is darkness, petty, dim and poor,”10 how does one live from that point on, and in what frame 
of mind? Coomaraswamy was not under the impression that he was living in a way that would 
permit him to admit “that single, all-inclusive Life” into his everyday life, but he was preparing 
for that day, and the preparation itself already had some of the practices, some of the results, 
and quite thoroughly the point of view of the later stage. He was preparing a house for himself, 
so to speak, and although not yet living in it, perhaps only passing through it to add this and that 
necessary feature, he looked forward to moving in and could reasonably expect that he would 
find things in order and at the place where he had seen them during preliminary visits. 

How is the Victory to be won in this Jihad? Our self, in its ignorance of and opposi-
tion to its immortal Self, is the enemy to be convinced. The Way is one of intellectual 
preparation, sacrifice, and contemplation, always presuming at the same time guidance 
by forerunners. In other words, there is both a theory and a corresponding way of living 
which cannot be divided, if either is to be effective. . . . Our end will have been attained 
when we are no longer anyone. That must not, of course, be confused with annihila-
tion; the end of all becoming is in being, or rather, the source of being, richer than any 
being. . . . 

There can be no greater sorrow than the truly wise man can feel, than to reflect that 
“he” is still “someone” (Cloud of Unknowing, Ch. 44). To have felt this sorrow (a very 
different thing from wishing one had never been born, or from any thought of suicide) 
completes the intellectual preparation. The time has come for action. Once convinced 
that the Ego is “not my Self” we shall be ready to look for our Self, and to make the 
sacrifices that the quest demands. We cannot take up the operation in its ritual aspect 
here (except, in passing, to stress the value of ritual), but only in its application to daily 
life, every part of which can be transformed and transubstantiated. Assuming that we 
are now “true philosophers,” we shall inevitably begin to make a practice of dying. In 
other words, we shall mortify our tastes, “using the powers of the soul in our outward 
man no more than the five senses really need it” (Meister Eckhart, Pfeiffer, p. 488); be-
coming less and less sentimental (“sticky”) and ever more and more fastidious; detach-
ing ourselves from one thing after another. We shall feed the sensitive powers chiefly on 
those foods that nourish the Inner Man; a process of “reducing” strictly analogous to the 
reduction of fleshly obesity, since in this philosophy it is precisely “weight” that drags 
our Self down, a notion that survives in the use of the word “gross” = sensual. Whoever 
would s’eternar, transumanar, must be “light-hearted.”11 

Better than any other, this passage suggests Coomaraswamy’s view of his own way of life in 
later years. His closest friends knew that this was the inner form of his life, and at least one even 

10  Plotinus, The Enneads VI, 6.15, quoted by AKC in “On the Indian and Traditional Psychology, or Rather Pneumatology,” 
op. cit. 
11 Ibid. 
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cautioned him not to take the practice of self-naughting beyond certain limits. George Sarton 
wrote him a brief note “. . . re self-naughting. It can not be done permanently in the world; there 
are various sayings of Christ confirming this. And even in India a man must become a samnyāsin 
in order to carry self-naughting to perfection.”12 Coomaraswamy had thought about this ques-
tion and had several responses to it, the first being something in the nature of a retort, a direct 
response, and the second a refinement of his understanding of the war between the higher and 
lower parts of human nature. His direct response was as follows: 

It will be seen that in speaking of those who have done what was to be done, we have 
been describing those who have become “perfect, even as your Father in heaven is per-
fect.” There will be many to say that even if all this holds good for the all-abandoner, it 
can have no meaning for “me” who, en étant un tel am insusceptible of deification and 
therefore incapable of reaching God. Few or none of “us” are yet qualified to abandon 
ourselves. But so far as there is a way, it can be trodden step by step. . . . A long stride 
has been taken if at least we have learned to accept the idea of the naughting of self as 
a good, however contrary it may be to our “natural” desire, however äller menschen 
fremde. For if the spirit be thus willing, the time will come when the flesh, whether in 
this or in any other ensemble of possibilities forming a “world”, will be no longer weak. 
The doctrine of self-naughting is therefore addressed to all, in the measure of their ca-
pacity, and by no means only to those who have already formally abandoned name and 
lineage.13 

It is interesting in this passage to find Coomaraswamy insisting on a certain measure of self-
discrimination, a certain measure of non-co-operation with the lower forces in man as an intel-
ligent way to live, at the same time as he takes evident delight in exercising his eloquence and 
his command of traditional ideas and imagery. The ultimate aim is to know that “I am that,” to 
know in an utterly simple way, as these words suggest, that I am not different from God (tak-
ing the word “I” to mean the inmost part of each man); but meanwhile there is a lot of living 
to do. Coomaraswamy’s delight in his métier, in the exercise of his powers as a man, is all the 
evidence needed to recognize that his self-naughting was not totalitarian in practice. He in fact 
lived much of the time between Self and self: it is at the in-between place that he naturally took 
up his station, although he longed very deeply to be through once and for all with the trivial 
and destructive Outer Man. This understanding of something in-between came into his writings 
time and again, and tended to humanize (but not all-too-humanize) his ascetic impulse towards 
self-naughting. We are “archetypal inwardly and phenomenal outwardly”,14 as he so brilliantly 
wrote. Is it possible to be both voluntarily, to enlarge inner experience, certainly the more lack-
ing of the two, without destroying the Outer Man? 

. . . What follows when the lower and the higher forms of the soul have been united? 
This has nowhere been better described than in the Aitareya Aranyaka (2.2.7): “This 
Self gives itself to that self, and that self to this Self; they become one another; with the 

12  George Sarton, postcard to AKC, 30 November 1940, Coomaraswamy Family Collection.  
13 AKC, “Akimcaññā: Self-Naugbting,” op. cit., p. 16.  
14 AKC, “Kha and Other Words Denoting ‘Zero,’ in Connection with the Metaphysics of Space,” Bulletin of the School of  
Oriental Studies (London), Vol. VII, 1934, p. 492; to be reprinted in Bollingen Coomaraswamy, Volume II. 
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one form he (in whom this marriage has been consummated) is unified with yonder 
world, and with the other united to this world.” The Agathos and Kakos Daimons, Fair 
and Foul selves, Christ and Antichrist, both inhabit us, and their opposition is within 
us. Heaven and Hell are the divided images of Love and Wrath in divinis, where the 
Light and the Darkness are undivided, and the Lamb and the Lion lie down together. In 
the beginning, as all traditions testify, heaven and earth were one and together; essence 
and nature are one in God, and it remains for every man to put them together again in 
himself.15 

. . . The intention of initiation is to communicate from one to another a spiritual or 
rather intellectual impulse that has been continuously transmitted in guru parampara-
krama from the beginning and is ultimately of non-human origin, . . . whereby the 
contracted and disintegrated individual is awakened to the possibility of a reintegra-
tion (samskarana); . . . metaphysical rites, or “mysteries” (which are in imitation of 
the means employed by the Father to accomplish His own reintegration, the necessity 
for which is occasioned by the incontinence of the creative act) are, like the analogous 
traditional scriptures, intended to provide the means of intellectual operation; but the 
“Great Work,” that of accomplishing the reunion of essence with Essence, must be 
done by himself within himself.16 

Each of these passages evokes wholeness: man is not called on to deny entirely any part 
of his nature, but to bring higher and lower, Essence and essence, into harmony. It is worth 
remembering that Coomaraswamy often wrote of the needs of the “whole man” in his works 
on art and aesthetics. The whole man: not a superhuman Self which has no need of works of 
art since nothing can be reflected of which it is not already aware, nor the “psycho-physical 
vehicle” which needs only functional efficiency in works of art, but a whole man who instinc-
tively wishes a “polar balance of physical and metaphysical” in the objects that make up his 
environment. In framing this conception, Coomaraswamy was both reporting on a quality that 
he found in traditional art and appealing to his contemporaries to take another look at their 
own manufactures and “supports of contemplation” (paintings and so on). 

But having found the idea of “reintegration” in Coomaraswamy’s thought, we should not 
be tempted to underestimate his will to understand in what way man is fooled by his own na-
ture, tragically fails to recognize all his constituents because he sees only those that “appear.” 
The “chariot,” the vehicle is an excellent thing, but he insisted on distinguishing it from the 
unnoticed Person who uses it to get around. These are the terms of a traditional Indian simile 
that he used quite often. 

The chariot, with all its appurtenances, corresponds to what we call our self; there 
was no chariot before its parts were put together, and will be none when they fall to 
pieces; there is no “chariot” apart from its parts; “chariot” is nothing but a name, given 
for convenience to a certain percept, but must not be taken to be an entity (sattva); 
and in the same way with ourselves who are, just like the chariot, “confections.” The 
Comprehensor has seen things “as they have become” (yatha bhütam), causally arising 

15 AKC, “Who is ‘Satan’ and Where is ‘Hell’?” op. cit., p. 58 
16 AKC, “On the Pertinence of Philosophy,” originally published in Contemporary Indian Philosophy, London, 1936, p. 131 
for this passage; to be reprinted in The Fire Sermon, op. cit. 
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and disappearing, and has distinguished himself from all of them. . .17 

Coomaraswamy’s term “the Comprehensor,” a translation of Sanskrit evamvit, is another 
word that designates the Self. He defined it carefully in Hinduism and Buddhism; it evokes his 
aspiration towards an inner activity, an activity of understanding which would be logically prior 
although not necessarily temporally prior to acts of any other kind. In his definition, we can 
recognize the direction that he wished to go and must already have gone to an admirable degree. 

When the Indians speak of the Comprehensor (evamvit) of a given doctrine, they do not 
mean by this merely one who grasps the logical significance of a given proposition; they 
mean one who has “verified” it in his own person, and is what we knows; for so long as 
we know only of our immortal Self, we are still in the realm of ignorance; we only really 
know it when we become it; we cannot really know it without being it.18 

Another passage expressing his understanding of activity can help us to recognize that his 
ideal was not some form of idle intelligence. In his furthest speculation concerning the destiny 
of the divine part of man, a speculation that seems to follow it in a peregrination outside of the 
mortal body—which was only its prison but not its tomb—he describes its nature as both rest-
ful and active, wholly detached and wholly involved. 

Impossible . . . to think of an identification with the Divine Essence that is not also a 
possession of both its natures, fontal and inflowing, mortal and immortal, formal and 
informal, born and unborn. An ablatio omnis alteritatis must imply a participation in the 
whole life of the Spirit, of “That One” who is “equally spirated, despirated” (Rg. Veda 
X.129.2), eternally “unborn” and “universally born.”19 

Otherworldly as this may sound, it reflects in absolute terms how Coomaraswamy wished to 
be in this life, not because this double condition of involvement and detachment is “better” or 
much admired by traditional sagacity, but because it appeared to be in fact his condition, to be 
recognized and experienced insofar as his faculties would permit. 

With this passage, we have gone far enough to have the taste of Coomaraswamy’s search for 
self-knowledge. What still needs to be emphasized, however, is the importance to him of the 
idea of death. If there is warfare between Self and self, there must also be deaths. 

If, indeed, “the kingdom of heaven is within you,” then also the “war in heaven” will 
be there, until Satan has been overcome, that is, until the Man in this man is “master of 
himself,” selbes gewaltic. . . . But this is not only a matter of Grace; the soul’s salvation 
depends also on her submission, her willing surrender; it is prevented for so long as she 
resists. It is her pride . . . the Satanic conviction of her own independence (asmi-māna, 
ahamkara, cogito ergo sum), her evil rather than herself, that must be killed; this pride 
she calls her “self-respect,” and would “rather die” than be divested of it. But the death 

17 AKC, Hinduism and Buddhism, op. cit., p. 59; cf. pp. 72-73.  
18 Ibid. p. 65.  
19 AKC, “The Pilgrim’s Way,” Journal of the Bihar and Orissa Research Society, Vol. XXIII, 1937, pp. 5-6, Note 3.
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that she at last, despite herself, desires, is no destruction but a transformation.20 

The battle will have been won, in the Indian sense and the Christian wording, when 
we can say with St. Paul, “I live, yet not I, but Christ in me” (Gal. II. 20); when, that is 
to say, “I” am dead, and there is none to depart when body and soul disintegrate, but 
the immanent God. Philosophy is, then, the art of dying. “The true philosophers are 
practitioners of dying, and death is less terrible to them than to any other men . . . and 
being always very eager to release the Soul, the release and separation of the soul from 
the body is their main care” (Phaedo 67 D, E.). Hence the injunction “Die before you 
die” (Rumi, Mathnawi, VI. 723f., and Angelus Silesius, Cher. Wandersmann, IV. 77). 
For we must be “born again”; and a birth not preceded by a death is inconceivable.21 

Coomaraswamy had a marvelous collection of traditional references to the “death in life.” 
The two most shocking were drawn from Eckhart and Rumi: the Christian said that “the king-
dom of God is for none but the thoroughly dead”; the Muslim spoke of a “dead man walking.” 
22 When Coomaraswamy cited texts such as these, he was not only using them for his purpose 
at a given moment but inviting the reader to go back to the texts themselves. The image from 
the Mathnawi, for example, which he often cited, is so shocking that many readers will even-
tually go to the trouble of looking it up in context, and by doing so they are better able to 
measure its significance than through Coomaraswamy’s brief allusions. We might do this here, 
as a sample of the kind of reading that Coomaraswamy urged. The Mathnawi text is as follows: 

“O seeker of the mysteries, if you wish to see a dead man living—  
Walking on the earth, like living men; yet he is dead and his spirit is gone to heaven;  
One whose spirit hath a dwelling-place on high at this moment, so that if he die, his  

spirit is not translated, 
Because it has been translated before death: this mystery is understood only by dy-

ing, not by using one’s reason; 
Translation it is, but not like the translation of the spirits of the vulgar: it resembles 

a removal during life from one place to another— 
If any one wish to see a dead man walking thus visibly on the earth, 
Let him behold Abu Bakr, the devout, who through being a true witness became 

the Prince of the Resurrected. 
In this earthly life look at the Siddiq Abu Bakr, that you may believe more firmly in 

the Resurrection.” 
Mohammed, then, was a hundred spiritual resurrections here and now, for he was 

dissolved (naughted) in dying to temporal loosing and binding. 
Ahmad (Mohammed) is the twice-born in this world: he was manifestly a hundred 

resurrections.”23 

We may constate right away that to go back to the text raises more questions than it an-

20 AKC, “Who is ‘Satan’ and Where is ‘Hell’?” op. cit., pp. 54, 57.
21 AKC, “On the Indian and Traditional Psychology, or Rather Pneumatology,” op. cit.  
22  Cited by AKC in “Akimcaññā: Self-Naughting,” op. cit., p. 4, and elsewhere.  
23 Reynold A. Nicholson, The Mathnawi of Jalalu’ddin Rumi, translation and commentary, new edition, London, 1968. This  
passage, Book VI, II. 742-751. Editorial apparatus excluded as quoted here. 
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swers: the “foreign” atmosphere of Islam is in this passage, as well as a good number of ideas 
and images that will be unfamiliar even to very serious Western readers. Nonetheless we learn 
something from it; we begin to see that if “true philosophers are practitioners of dying,” they 
are also practitioners of being reborn. The “dead man walking,” Abu Bakr, turns out to be any-
thing but a memento mori. He is an exemplary man, to whom all can turn for evidence of the 
resources in human nature. 

For Coomaraswamy, then, the idea of death was very close; death entered into the creative 
inner process of “self-negation and Self-realization,” as he once described it,24 and he was not 
prepared to say that “death in life” is just a literary analogy to the real and final death of the 
psycho-physical vehicle. Something indeed dies, just as it would later, but tradition affirms that 
to die in life permits a birth of still more life. For many years before his own death, Coomaras-
wamy had reflected about the meaning of death, both the final one that everyone recognizes 
and the inner one towards which the texts point. 

He was absolutely confident of the presence in human beings of a part that never dies 
because it was never born, an immortal part. Because of this, he had little fear, at least little 
imaginary fear. 

I do not know whether the empirical psychology has ever attempted to deal with man’s 
natural fear of death; the traditional psychology affirms that one who has known his 
own, immortal, and never-aging Self, cannot fear (Atharva Veda, X. 8. 44).25 

Knowledge of traditional doctrine was not a means of self-defence against a particular in-
cident feared in the future, but rather an element in a complete circle of doctrines which 
concerned itself with life and death. In fact, he had the insight that any kind of looking ahead 
would be a distraction from the acts of understanding necessary just where he was. In a study 
of “The Symbolism of Archery,” he expressed this most clearly. In a certain way, the validity 
of traditional doctrine must be judged in part by the appearance of insights: if a philosophy, 
even the venerable philosophy that Coomaraswamy studied, does not foster individual insights 
which are both in harmony with itself and recognizably individual, then there must be some-
thing wrong. 

The actual release of the arrow, like that of the contemplative, whose passage from 
dhyāna to samādhi, contemplatio to raptus, takes place suddenly indeed, but almost un-
awares, is spontaneous, and as it were uncaused. If all the preparations have been made 
correctly, the arrow, like a homing bird, will find its own goal; just as the man who, 
when he departs from this world “all in act” (krtakrtya, katam karnīyam), having done 
what there was to be done, need not wonder what will become of him nor where he 
is going, but will inevitably find the bull’s eye, and passing through that sun door, enter 
into the empyrean beyond the “murity” of the sky.26 

These lines come very close to being a piece of practical advice. An element often miss-

24 AKC, “Rgveda 10.90.1: āty atisthad dasāngulam,” Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. LXVI, 1946, p. 161.  
25 AKC, “On the Indian and Traditional Psychology, or Rather Pneumatology,” op. cit., Note 118.  
26 AKC, “The Symbolism of Archery,” as reprinted in Studies in Comparative Religion, Vol. 5, No. 2, 1972, p. 72.
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ing in Coomaraswamy’s intentional expositions of “self-naughting” is some indication of how 
interesting it can be, but here in this comment which suggests that one must really take care of 
one’s life when it is one’s hands, and really trust when it is no longer in hand, we can see that 
“self-naughting” must have been of absorbing interest. Which self to naught?: the one that in 
this world is too lazy to “do what there was to be done”; in the other world, the one that tends 
to fear, that is helpless and anxious instead of helpless and open. 

We have already had occasion to mention Coomaraswamy’s paper on “The Vedānta and 
Western Tradition.” In the second part of it, he represented through an extensive use of the 
symbolic properties of the circle the inward voyage that can be made from the outermost cir-
cumference, where man thinks of himself as “so-and-so”, progressively past concentric fences, 
to the common center where his consciousness is not different from that of the “Spectator, 
the Universal Man” enthroned there, who has been watching his progress inwards from the 
beginning. In itself, this description is not as rare as all that. It is true that as an art historian 
who learned the lessons of his field, Coomaraswamy was able to represent this symbolism in 
such a way that the reader can visualize it—one has the impression of an Italian Renaissance 
landscape, peculiarly drained of color but still carefully detailed and eminently habitable. But 
aside from this small triumph, the representation of an inward voyage through the divisions of a 
mandala is the stock in trade of popular Orientalism, which he merely practiced far better than 
most when the opportunity came up. Perhaps it is unfair to speak of the article in this way, but 
these are thoughts that come to mind when one reflects on a, passage towards the end where 
he describes a transition in consciousness that one would be hard put to find in another author. 
It is a passage where something entirely distinctive in Coomaraswamy can be recognized. 

“No man cometh to the Father save through me.” We have passed through the opened 
doorways of initiation and contemplation; we have moved, through a process of a pro-
gressive self-naughting, from the outermost to the innermost court of our being and can 
see no way by which to continue—although we know that behind this image of the 
Truth, by which we have been enlightened, there is a somewhat that is not in any like-
ness, and although we know that behind this face of God that shines upon the world 
there is another and more awful side of him that is not man-regarding but altogether 
self-intent—an aspect that neither knows nor loves anything whatever external to itself. 
It is our own conception of Truth and Goodness that prevents our seeing Him who is 
neither good nor true in any sense of ours. The only way on lies directly through all that 
we had thought we had begun to understand: if we are to find our way in, the image 
of “ourselves” that we still entertain—in however exalted a manner—and that of the 
Truth and Goodness that we have “imagined” per excellentiam, must be shattered by 
one and the same blow. “It is more necessary that the soul lose God than that she lose 
creatures . . . the soul honors God most in being quit of God. . .27 

Certainly a powerful song, perhaps above all in its evocation of the “other side of God.” 
Through this passage we can taste once more Coomaraswamy’s sense of the drama of inner 
life—not so much the ups and downs, peripaties and dénouements of falling in and out of love 
or in and out of good fortune, which he knew perfectly well from his younger days, but the 

27 AKC, “Vedānta and the Western Tradition,” op. cit., pp. 243-244. 
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drama of the search for God, a movement towards some things, away from others. In his later 
years, Coomaraswamy was trying to free himself from his biography. 
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Significance of the Nembutsu  
by  

Shojun Bando  

I  

IN the history of Mahayana Buddhism we find a trend called Pure Land thought. That trend of 
thought gave rise to a number of prominent expounders such as Nāgārjuna (2c. A.D.), Vasu-
bandhu (4c. A.D.) of India; T’an-luan (476-542 A.D.), Tao-cho (561-644 A.D.), Shan-tao (613-
681 A.D.) of China; Genshin (942-1017) A.D., Honen (1133-1212 A.D.) and Shinran (1173-
1262 A.D.) of Japan. In a hymn called Shoshin Nembutsu Ge, which is contained in his main 
work, the Kyo-gyo-shin-sho (Teaching, Practice, Faith and Attainment), Shinran epitomized the 
contributions made by the above-mentioned patriarchs of the Pure Land thought in verses. The 
very mentioning of them reveals Shinran’s view of history and his attitude towards what he had 
learned from history. 

Not only in the Pure Land teaching itself, but also in the Buddhist thought in general, the 
so-called “Latter Day Thought” has been widely held. With the exception of such people as 
Dogen (1200-1253 A.D., founder of the Soto Zen School), this was a common tenet in the Ka-
makura Period (1192-1333 A.D.) during which the Buddhist revival movements took place in 
Japan. On the one hand, it was Dogen’s well-known contention that any age is the Age of Right 
Dharma, since everybody can attain Enlightenment if he strives hard to establish a right faith in 
his mind. On the other hand Honen, Shinran, Nichiren (1222-1282 A.D.) and others perceived 
in the Latter Day Thought a historical truth as well as man’s existential predicament. Among 
these teachers, Shinran in particular did not simply side with Dogen’s a-historical viewpoint, in 
which the sense of historical process was left out of account. Neither did he run to the other 
extreme of viewing concrete historical events solely as “cyclic symptoms” of the Latter Days. 
Shinran viewed history, or the history of Buddhism, as a process of incessant unfoldment of 
man’s essential aspiration or bodhicitta, or in other words as the process of man’s continual ad-
aptation parallel with his consciousness of bodhicitta, this being commonly portrayed as gener-
ated by man’s self-effort. In reality, however, it will be more correct to say that the bodhicitta 
arises in man, being transcendent to his personal doing or non-doing, from the very fact that 
it belongs to the dharma-dhātu, realm of the Buddhas free from all human preconceptions. 
Shinran’s acceptance of the Latter Day Thought never meant that he swallowed the view of 
history as process, but rather that the unfailing insight of the Pure Land Masters made Shinran 
conscious of the abysmal decadence of man, not excepting his own self. 

According to Shinran’s perspective, it is not the age nor the nature of man as such that de-
generates with the passage of time, but the consciousness of man’s abysmal decadence that has 
been both successively revealed and deepened thanks to the teachers of the Pure Land doctrine. 
The fact that Shinran’s thought was based not only upon his own inward faith but also upon his 
view of history (more especially the history of the appearance on the scene of teachers qualified 
to adapt and clarify the traditional Pure Land thought in response to the needs of each succes-
sive age) is clearly shown in a passage of the Shoshin Nembutsu Ge to be found at the end of 
the chapter on Practice of his Kyo-gyo-shin-sho; in this passage he concisely depicts the original 
insights of the above-mentioned Masters with a profound sense of praise and devotion, thus 
showing his own appreciation of their invaluable contribution in the sense of clarifying the sig-
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nificance of Nembutsu practice, the core of Pure Land Wisdom-cum-Method. 
The fact that the history of the Pure Land teaching has incessantly produced countless 

commentaries and sub-commentaries on its basic sūtras, firstly in India and later in China and 
Japan even down to the present day, testifies to the fact that this teaching embodies something 
immortal and universal in itself and that its history is none other than the steady process of 
Nembutsu practice by countless people who were edified thereby and delivered from samsāra 
(the vicious circle of birth and death) by virtue of the truth embodied in it. As in China, so in 
Japan, nobody knows how many people have found the profound joy of faith and deliverance 
in the teaching of Nembutsu in the course of their lives and as a result of its uninterrupted 
transmission. 

II 

In view of the fact that the Nembutsu is considered today as having the dual significance of 
“thinking of, or remembering the Buddha” and “pronouncing the Name of the Buddha, es-
pecially of Amida Buddha or the Buddha of Infinite Light and Eternal Life (Skt. Amita = im-
measurable + ābha = light or āyus = life), it seems quite probable that the Nembutsu is the 
consummation of the mantra tradition in the most genuine sense of the term. Mantra was the 
device born out of the Vajrayana tradition by which man was enabled to enter into samādhi 
(concentration of mind) as quickly as possible, for samādhi is the only state in which prajnā 
(Transcendental Wisdom) can co-exist. As is well known, this fact was especially emphasized 
by Hui-neng (638-713 A.D., 8th patriarch of Zen Buddhism). Although mantra or dhārani is 
often associated by the ignorant with superstitious practices, its nature was originally by no 
means dubious; rather was it a means solely intended to further the universal salvation of men, 
as distinct from the more circumscribed monastic and scholastic ideal prevailing in the early 
centuries of Buddhism, with its predominant appeal to a select minority. The rise of the man-
tra teachings provided an avenue accessible without distinction to all men who aspire to final 
deliverance or Nirvana. 

At present the label “Nembutsu” is given to the practice of pronouncing the mantra “Namu 
Amida Butsu” in Japan. It was Shinran who clarified the nature of Nembutsu under its vari-
ous aspects in the light of the traditional teachings of the Pure Land School as expounded by 
prominent Indian, Chinese and Japanese masters. Shinran’s main work, the Kyo-gyo-shin-sho is 
made up of the following six parts: Teaching, Practice, Faith, Attainment, True Buddha with 
His Land, and Illusory Buddha with His Land. The six parts are nothing other than the six as-
pects of the Nembutsu. The teaching of the Buddha calls upon man, and man responds to it. 
Man’s response to the teaching is expressed in history as innumerable commentaries and sub-
commentaries on sutras. The concrete expression of man’s incessant response to the teaching 
is the practice of the Nembutsu. How the Buddha’s (Awakened One’s) compassion toward 
sentient beings in samsāra came to be crystallized in the Nembutsu is described in mythologi-
cal terms in the Sutra of Eternal Life. Shinran followed in the wake of Honen who, after select-
ing the Triple Sutra of the Pure Land Buddhism from among the numerous Mahayana sutras 
(the Larger Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra or Larger Sutra of Eternal Life, the Meditation Sutra, and the 
Smaller Sukhāvati-vyūha Sūtra), designated the first as the sutra that revealed the Buddha’s 
sincerest compassion toward sentient beings. According to him, Amida Buddha’s compassion is 
expressed in the form of the vows taken by the Bodhisattva Dharmākara which was the name 
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of Amida in his disciplinary stage. 
The Nembutsu as a practice is clarified in the second chapter on Practice. The content of 

this chapter is based on the seventeenth vow which declares that innumerable Buddhas in the 
ten directions shall upon Dharmakara’s attainment of Buddhahood, pronounce and praise the 
Name of Amida (by saying the Nembutsu). In the chapter on Practice, Shinran declares that 
the Nembutsu dispells all forms of man’s ignorance and fulfills all the wishes of sentient be-
ings. Shinran concludes this chapter with the Shoshin Nembutsu Ge (Hymns of the Right Faith 
as Nembutsu). The salient feature of this gathā (hymn) is that Shinran enumerates by way of 
praise the names of the seven masters of the Pure Land tradition and epitomizes therein their 
respective original insights. This shows what he himself had learned from these eminent teach-
ers. 

Another significance of this chapter is that Shinran viewed the Nembutsu under two as-
pects; Nembutsu as Faith and as Practice. Traditionally the teaching of the Buddha had hitherto 
been viewed under three aspects: Teaching, Practice and Attainment. Shinran, however, viewed 
Nembutsu as the crystallization of Buddhism in general, while noting a special significance in 
the Practice of the Nembutsu; that is to say, he viewed it as a unity of Faith and Practice, hence 
his special establishment of the chapter on Faith after Practice. The famous passage in the Faith 
chapter of the Kyo-gyo-shin-sho demonstrates Shinran’s insight into this point. He says: “The 
true faith is always accompanied by the utterance of the Nembutsu, but the mere utterance 
of the Nembutsu does not necessarily show the presence of Faith as the expression of Amida’s 
Vow-power.” This passage shows Shinran’s critical attitude toward the practice of Nembutsu 
as the expression of faith in spite of his conviction that there is no Nembutsu practice apart 
from Faith in the Original Vow of Amida. The Original Vow of Amida is man’s basic aspira-
tion whereof man himself is unaware on the superficial level of his ordinary consciousness. It is 
the bodhi-citta which fulfills man’s innermost wish to be what he is originally and in principle 
(this is metaphorically expressed as “Birth in the Pure Land”), by attaining his original nature 
(Buddhahood) free from the egoistic drive or influence of klesa (disturbing and unwholesome 
mental tendencies). Bodhicitta directs ordinary man towards what he essentially is (the Bud-
dha). Shinran showed explicitly that the Nembutsu practice, as expression of Right Faith, is no 
other than this bodhi-citta. 

Honen had selected the practice of Nembutsu from among the various practices which 
were supposed to lead man to the final deliverance. He showed the grounds for that selection 
by way of theoretical arguments and the benign and persuasive power of his own personality. 
The former is to be seen in his main work, the Senchaku Hongan Nembutsu-shu (A Collection of 
Important Passages Supporting the choice of the Practice of Nembutsu Based upon the Original 
Vow, published in 1198). It was Shinran’s mission to show the world what Honen had truly 
intended to reveal. In order to execute his mission, Shinran resorted to the critical method of 
sharply distinguishing the element of absolute truth (paramārtha-satya) from conditional truth 
(vyavahāra-satya) within the practice of Nembutsu. Shinran thus refused to admit too readily 
that the mere recitation of the Nembutsu was an expression of true faith and he extended his 
critical attitude (called the spirit of “Shinke Bunpan” in Japanese, which means a sharp discrim-
ination between the true and the conditional) toward the source from which the Nembutsu 
derived. This critical attitude was a step forward from Honen’s standpoint. 

We are reminded of the age when among Honen’s disciples absurd competitions were in 
vogue concerning the number of times daily the Nembutsu was recited. Such a thing could 
happen only among those Nembutsu devotees for whom the quantity rather than the quality of 
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the Nembutsu counted. Therefore, Shinran’s main work, the Kyo-gyo-shin-sho, could be called a 
landmark in the history of the Nembutsu faith, especially the chapter devoted to Faith, which 
is divided into two sections. The first section of the chapter on Faith is based on the spirit of the 
18th Vow, which declares that all sentient beings in the ten quarters who recite the Nembutsu 
in deep faith shall be delivered, whereas the second section is based on the fulfilment of that 
same Vow. Through the correlation of these two parts Shinran showed that the Nembutsu is 
not man’s prayer seeking for some benefits (jiriki), but the Buddha’s self-declaration and sum-
mons (tariki) calling upon human beings in samsāra (the sea of birth and death). Not only is it 
a calling on the part of Amida, but likewise it is the response of man who is thus called upon. 
At the same time, the act of saying the Nembutsu is itself the fulfilment of Amida’s Vow in 
man, therefore the reciting act itself is the proof of man’s having been delivered. This insight of 
Shinran’s resulted in his denying that man’s final deliverance could only be expected at the time 
of his physical death. Thus it may be said that Shinran shifted the significance of “Ojo” (Birth in 
the Pure Land) from the time of physical death to the moment of man’s existential death here 
and now in the act of the Nembutsu. In Shinran’s teaching, the so-called “in the future” means, 
in reality, “in the infinite depth of one’s consciousness.” 

Even the act of saying the Nembutsu (manifest form) could mean, with Shinran, not merely 
the vocal pronouncement, but also the will or urge for the act (latent form) in the minds of the 
devotees. This point is clearly expressed at the beginning of the Tannisho (A Tract Deploring 
Heresies), which is a record of Shinran’s teachings made by Yuien, one of his foremost disciples. 
It runs as follows: 

At the very moment the desire to call the Nembutsu is awakened in us in the firm faith 
that we can attain birth in the Pure Land through the saving grace of the Inconceivable 
Grand Vow, the all-embracing, none-forsaking virtue (of Amida) is conferred on us. 
(Chapter I) 

With Shinran, this pre-vocal urge for the Nembutsu was as important as the reciting act 
itself. Incidentally, it was one of the gravest concerns to the followers of the Pure Land teaching 
prior to Shinran how one could maintain a peaceful mind at the time of physical death. That is 
to say, “Ojo” meant for them a physical death and nothing more. It might be said that Shinran 
identified the significance of physical death with the existential death at the moment of the 
arising of faith in the minds of the devotees. 

This does not necessarily mean that he totally neglected the significance of the act of say-
ing the Nembutsu, but rather he viewed the reciting act as the natural outcome of faith. This 
is the reason why, with Shinran, right faith should necessarily be identified with right practice, 
but not vice versa. This is also the reason why it is generally (though not necessarily rightly) said 
that Honen emphasized practice while Shinran emphasized faith. Especially noteworthy is the 
fact that the difference of faith and practice here is not the qualitative one but that of the point 
of emphasis. As seen in the above, in the Nembutsu as an organic unity of faith and practice, 
there can be no faith apart from practice and no practice apart from faith; both are dependent 
upon each other (in the relationship of pratītiyasamutpāda). Shinran says in one of his epistles 
to his pupil, Yū Amidabutsu, “Faith not accompanied by the reciting of Amida’s Name would 
be in vain; constant reciting of Amida’s Name in lukewarm faith makes difficult the practicing 
devotee’s birth in the Pure Land”. 

Accordingly, it could be said that in the chapter on Practice Shinran showed the traditional 
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aspect of his faith in the Nembutsu or what he had learned from his predecessors; and in the 
chapter on Faith he revealed his original insight into the faith in the Nembutsu teaching. 

III 

From another point of view, both chapters on Practice and Faith (these being the two aspects 
of the Nembutsu practice) may be seen as the former revealing the teaching (Dharma) and as 
the latter revealing man (as recipient of Dharma). The two are in reality only the two aspects 
of one organic reality. The former, therefore, cannot but be expressed as man’s praise of the 
teaching and of Amida’s virtues, while the latter is expressed as man’s repentance of his sin-
fulness and his debased nature which have been necessarily exposed by the illuminating light 
(Wisdom) of Amida. Therefore Shinran’s Nembutsu faith may be characterized at once as the 
praise of Amida’s virtues and as repentance for the debased character of himself. This double 
nature of the Nembutsu faith had already been pointed out by Shan-tao in his Commentaries 
on the Meditation Sutra as the “Two Aspects of Deep Mind (Faith)”. This is clearly reflected in 
Shinran’s faith as expressed in his writings. 

In the fourth chapter on Attainment, Shinran primarily bases himself upon Tan-luan for 
his expositions on what the final goal of the Nembutsu faith is, what the character of the state 
called Nirvana is, and how the Enlightened man (Buddhas and Bodhisattvas) carries out the 
activity of salvation of sentient beings who are immersed in the sea of birth and death. In this 
chapter, it is clarified that Nirvana can never be described in relative terms, it is beyond human 
conception, and that “Ojo” is in actuality the Birth of Non-birth, and that the Bodhisattva’s 
birth in the Pure Land itself is his activity of delivering sentient beings in samsāra. 

T’an-luan’s insight into the nature of Bodhisattva’s saving activities reveals the fact that 
it is when the Bodhisattva is “freely playing in the garden” (that is, when he is free from the 
consciousness that “I am saving somebody”) that he is truly delivering people from their klesa-
bondage. This shows the truth that only he who has been freed from ego-attachment (love 
and hate being its expressions) can save others. If there is a modicum of consciousness of “I” 
and “mine” in the mind of the one who saves, there is no salvation taking place. This teach-
ing reminds us of Shinran’s famous declaration that “I, Shinran, have no disciple of my own. 
How can I claim myself to be a teacher of anybody? I have no other task but to listen in faith 
to the Tathāgata’s teaching and share its joy with other people. We are all brothers and sisters 
before the Tathāgata, therefore we are fellow disciples”. Herewith Shinran turned upside down 
the common belief that man should first of all become a believer, after which he could teach 
people; he identified the two processes with one another as being in a simultaneous relation-
ship. Therefore for Shinran, there was only himself to be taught and not other people. His way 
was the Way of Discipleship through and through. Herein lies the eternal secret of his teaching. 

IV 

The Nembutsu is usually expressed vocally as “Namu Amida Butsu”. Fully translated, it means, 
“I take refuge in the Buddha of Infinite Light and Eternal Life.” “Light” here signifies prajna 
(Transcendent Wisdom) and “Life” karuna (All-embracing Compassion). The reason why the 
Nembutsu is the core of the Pure Land teaching can be seen in the dynamic and dialectical 
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structure of the Nembutsu itself. It would seem at first sight that “Namu” (Skt. namah: “I wor-
ship”) corresponds to the subject of faith, and “Amida Butsu” to the object of faith, therefore 
“Namu Amida Butsu” is the unity of subject and object. But in reality this is not a static rela-
tionship but a dynamic reality. There is no “I” apart from “Amida”, and there is no “Amida” 
apart from “I”, but both are, essentially speaking, not self-existent or something real in a sub-
stantial sense; the arising of both I and Amida is simultaneous. In other words, “I” in the act of 
“namu” is real in the true sense of the term, and without the attitude of “namu” on my part, 
there is no “Amida” anywhere. Then what or who is Amida? “Amida” means “immeasurable”, 
“infinite” or “eternal”. It is well known that Nāgārjuna (2c. A.D.) taught that the Absolute 
cannot be expressed in positive terms but only in negative terms. “Amida”, being a negative 
expression, may be one such example. In this connection, Shinran says: “Amida’s Original Vow 
was meant for us to become the Supreme Buddha. The Supreme Buddha has no form. Because 
it has no form, it is called “Suchness.” If it were shown as having forms, it could not be called 
the “Supreme Nirvana” either. I learned from my master that Amida Buddha is so called only so 
as to make known to us its formlessness. The Name of “Amida Buddha” is only a skilful means 
to make Suchness known to us.” 

Consequently, the name of “Amida” itself shows that it is already a limited, relative Buddha, 
for naming something inevitably qualifies it. Therefore, when we express in words the Infinite 
Buddha as “Amida”, it is only the Buddha objectified on the level of the secondary truth. There-
fore Shinran called Amida “Dharmakaya as Upāya”. That which is pointed at with the name of 
“Amida” is, needless to say, unnamable, inexpressible, for it is Suchness itself. What mattered 
to Shinran was no longer “Amida Buddha” as the object of worship, but “Namu Amida Butsu”. 
“Amida Buddha” as upàya can be objectified, but not “Namu Amida Butsu”, for it is the actual 
inter-relationship between subject and object: it is not a static “thing” but a dynamic “event”. 
Therefore Rennyo (1415-99 A.D.), the eighth Patriarch of the Jodo Shin School and one of the 
lineal descendants of Shinran, remarked: “In the Jodo Shin School, as the object of worship, the 
picture scroll of Amida Buddha should be preferred to the wooden statue of Amida; but more 
than that, the “myogo” (the six characters of Na-mu-a-mi-da-butsu) should be preferred to the 
picture of Amida.” 

A question may be asked, “Why Nembutsu?” Looking back on the history of Buddhism, we 
note the Name-calling of “Namu Amida Butsu” has been transmitted from time immemorial 
from India, through China and Japan up to us moderns, living in the 20th Century. 

The teaching of anitya (impermanence), however, remains the core of the Buddhist teach-
ings. According to the teaching of anitya, all things created must sooner or later perish. And yet 
we see the century-old transmission of the Nembutsu in the history of Mahayana Buddhism. 
If the Nembutsu were created by somebody, then it must have perished long ago. And yet the 
Nembutsu has not only survived the history of many centuries, but I find it now reverberating 
in my mind! What on earth is it in the Nembutsu that made it possible to persist in history 
over such a long space of time? Something uncreated or eternal must be there in the nature of 
the Nembutsu, which alone must have caused the Nembutsu to survive century after century. 

In the light of past history, it is quite evident that Nembutsu embodies something that 
belongs to the transcendental realm. On the other hand, it has another aspect: that is, it can 
be grasped and recited by anybody living in history, on this mundane level. From the above, it 
is clear that the Nembutsu belongs at once to the supra-mundane realm and to the mundane 
realm. This means that Nembutsu can be “owned” by anybody, but at the same time it is be-
yond any individual’s monopoly. Shinran’s notion of the character of Nembutsu as being Bud-
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dha-given derives from the realization of this fact. Besides, from his own religious experience 
Shinran came to learn of this fact from the mythical description of the Nembutsu having been 
chosen by Dharmākara Bodhisattva (primordial man) as the result of his deep contemplation 
lasting five kalpas and of the hard discipline he underwent during innumerable kalpas. It was 
only natural for Shinran, after realizing this fact, to have developed his well known conception 
of faith as something given by Amida. What must not be overlooked here is the fact that even 
where he emphasized the givenness of the faith in Nembutsu in terms of the famous “Other 
Power”, he never lost sight of the reciprocity of the arising of faith. 

Shinran describes the nature of the True Buddha and His Land versus the Illusory Buddha 
and His Land in terms of Tan-luan’s expositions, in the fifth and sixth chapters of the Kyo-gyo-
shin-sho. The True Buddha and His Land are beyond man’s description, in-conceivable and 
unthinkable (acintya), whereas the Illusory Buddha and His Land are those grasped by man’s 
limited, relative and discriminative reason. The Illusory Buddha is the Buddha seen through 
the distorting spectacles of man’s thinking mind, and the Illusory Buddha Land is the limited 
world as seen through this same distorting medium. Those who are self-complacent with 
their own preconceptions about the Buddha are living in the Illusory Buddha Land. They are 
not aware of the fact that they are qualifying the unlimited Enlightenment or Nirvana by their 
own limited sense of differentiation. They even give forms to the formless Buddha and His 
World. Shinran applied these conceptions to those who were trying to effect their own salva-
tion by their own self-effort using the Buddha-given Nembutsu as a means to Enlightenment. 

The fact that True Buddha and His Land (Nirvana) is acintya (unthinkable) does not 
mean that they are shrouded in mystery. Rather they are, to enlightened eyes, most self-
evident. Acintya means that reality is so self-evident that it is not graspable or expressible 
through limiting human concepts, or else it means that it is not possible to express reality in 
finite terms. 

Shinran’s critical attitude caused him to discriminate the significance of the 18th, 19th and 
20th Vows among all the Vows specified by Dharmàkara, numbering 48. He designated the 
18th Vow as most essential, and the 19th and 20th Vows as relative and secondary in signifi-
cance. He did not, however, once and for all reject the people who adhered temporarily to 
the 19th and 20th Vows, but declared that they too would be led, by virtue of the Buddha’s 
vow-power, to the ultimate state of salvation indicated by the 18th Vow. 

In one of his hymns Shinran says about such people: “Even those who utter the Nembut-
su with self-effort and with a dispersed mind will finally be embraced by the Buddha’s Vow 
assuring universal salvation, and will naturally be led into the gate of Suchness without being 
taught.” In this hymn, Shinran’s firm faith in Amida’s Vow-Power (the Power of Naturalness) 
is explicitly revealed. 
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(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:)  

You must have heard about the tremendous power of faith. It is said in the Purana that 
Rama, who was God Himself—the embodiment of Absolute Brahman—had to build 
a bridge to cross the sea to Ceylon. But Hanuman, trusting in Rama’s name, cleared the 
sea in one jump and reached the other side. He had no need of a bridge. 

Once a man was about to cross the sea. Bibhishana wrote Rama’s name on a leaf, 
tied it in a corner of the man’s wearing cloth, and said to him: “Don’t be afraid. Have 
faith and walk on the water. But look here—the moment you lose faith you will be 
drowned.” The man was walking easily on the water. Suddenly he had heard an intense 
desire to see what was tied in his cloth. He opened it and found only a leaf with the 
name of Rama written on it. “What is this?” he thought, “Just the name of Rama!” As 
soon as doubt entered his mind he sank under the water. 

Sri Ramakrishna 
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The Anti-Wisdom of Modern Philosophy:  
A Passing Note  

by  
Ian Watson  

I  

THE entire history of the Western world is, seen in one light, a steady drive towards a state in 
which only things material and only things secular are allowed to matter. And this drive is no 
longer limited to the West, but seems also to be overtaking the East—until there seems scarcely 
anywhere in the world which survives as a haven for another kind of thinking. Indeed, so 
deep-rooted has become the secular-materialist mind, that thinking in other terms has become 
almost impossible. And this ‘secular-materialist mind’ is, of course, closely related in the West 
to the rise of Liberalist-Individualist ideals, with us, in systematic form, at least since Thomas 
Hobbes and the Renaissance. 

Why should all this be so? And the following remarks are a few, simple suggestions regarding 
the undoubted breakdown of wisdom in contemporary academies of philosophy in the West. 
They make no claim to be more than scattered observations upon this situation by one who finds 
himself quite out of sorts in being within it. 

II 

I want, in this brief note, to centre my thoughts upon a single phenomenon—namely, the fact 
that theorizing about what I will for the moment call, ‘the inner man’, has largely vanished 
these days in face of an almost overwhelming quest for ‘improvement’ of ‘the outer man’. And 
this relates to a breakdown in understanding of what is meant by ‘wisdom’ in the West. Indeed, 
loss of contact with any viable meaning of this word is now so radical, that it is, these days, 
almost impossible to use it without misunderstanding. 

The word ‘philosophy’ comes, of course, from two Greek words meaning ‘love’ and 
‘wisdom’. “It will not be contested that ‘philosophy’ implies rather the love of wisdom than the 
love of knowledge, nor secondarily that from the ‘love of wisdom’, philosophy has come by a 
natural transition to mean the doctrine of those who love wisdom and are called philosophers.”1 

And maybe so, when this was written (in the 1930’s)—and of the philosophic East (about 
which it was written). But any relation to this, the original meaning of the term ‘philosophy’, 
and what is done in most Western academies today, is so remote, one might justifiably believe 
that ‘philosophy’ has lost its moorings, and been set adrift from its origins altogether. 

Now this, I am suggesting, is, in part, due to the fact that, first of all, ‘having wisdom’ relates 
intimately to having the knowledge needed for development or (perhaps better) unfolding of 

A. K. Coomaraswamy, “On The Pertinence of Philosophy”, in Contemporary Indian Philosophy (Allen and Unwin, 1952), 
p. 151. 
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‘the inner man’2—that is, the spiritual man of the soul: the man for whom ‘love and kindness’, 
‘sorrow and suffering’, ‘compassion and sympathy’, ‘knowledge and understanding’, ‘anxiety 
and despair’, ‘joy and bliss’, ‘remorse and guilt and shame’, ‘insight and enlightenment’, ‘a 
sense of beauty and a craving for betterment’, characterize the stuff of which he is made. And, 
secondly, in the West, there is these days genuine doubt about there being an ‘inner man’ at 
all. Words like ‘spirit’ and ‘soul’ are usually dismissed as old-fashioned metaphors for what 
empirical psychology has ‘discovered’ and called ‘the psyche’ or ‘the mind’; where this is 
both thought and spoken of as, paradoxically enough, some form of intangible physical thing. 
Indeed, some even doubt ‘the psyche’ or ‘the mind’ to be more than a behavioral offshoot of 
the ‘physical thing’ called ‘the brain’. I mean, believing that it is no more than this is, for the 
first time, a fully reputable position to hold. Hence, ‘the soul’ or ‘the inner man’ has, by this 
very modern, essentially Western ‘tradition’, been thought out of existence in the name of an 
effort to think everything in ‘materialist’, or at least ‘secular’, terms. 

So that, finally, ‘wisdom’, it is thought, no longer has anything of moment with which to 
relate or be about. In other words, because ‘the inner man’ is at a discount, ‘wisdom’ necessarily 
is as well: it simply no longer has a function to perform. To paraphrase one of the prophets of 
anti-wisdom in modern philosophy (Ludwig Wittgenstein)—the erstwhile symbol ‘wisdom’ 
has become a loose cog in the machine of our ordinary language. 

It comes, therefore, as no surprise to find among our modern heroes—’psychologists’, 
‘neuro-surgeons’, ‘psycho-analysts’. Whilst mellow, inward-looking gentlemen, full of years 
and the wisdom of silence—meditative men of the Spirit; these are, by and large, tolerated 
as archaic freaks, somewhat out of step with the times, And these “times” are said to be very 
progressive ones, moving forward, far in advance of our ancestors. 

III 

On the other hand, there is no doubt about ‘the outer man’—the physical man of the fleshly 
body. This most clearly is borne witness to by a second kind of modern hero, namely, ‘the 
sporting star’, ‘the film-star’, ‘the pop star’ (all symbols of sexual potency); ‘the bustling big-
businessman’, ‘the politician’, ‘the nuclear physicist’, ‘the social scientist’—all examples of 
beings doing physical things one can see and watch. Moreover, value and success are judged in 
terms of, ‘how fast’, ‘how energetic’, ‘how many times’, ‘how much’. It is not, for instance, 
usual to assess the ‘worth’ of a footballer in terms of how many elevating thoughts one gets 
from his play, or that of an International Politician in terms of how much better as a person one 
becomes because of his intrigues. In the one case, ‘worth’ relates to how many opponents he 
leaves sprawling; in the other, to how many socio-economic ‘goodies’ he can contrive to cheat 
his International Opposition out of. How often are the headlines full of the doings of such 
people: and how often, of aged sages who achieve enlightenment? 

Again, another sign of this stress upon ‘the outer man’ is the widespread move to turn 
Universities into Colleges of Technology. People accept the validity of technical training, 
training in the natural and social sciences, almost without question. They do not, however, 
accept training of ‘the inner man’ so readily as such. This tendency must lead to a breakdown 

It would not be far wrong to say that ‘having wisdom’ means ‘having such improving knowledge’. 
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of the Humanities as viable subjects to teach; as it precisely has done in many of the newer 
African Universities. There is, to my knowledge, not a single Department of Philosophy in any 
of the newer Universities in Africa: nor, it is significant to note, are there any in the recently 
re-opened academies in China. 

IV 

Faced with this, one might expect a complete denial of ‘wisdom’as a viable pursuit altogether—a 
complete rejection, that is, of the very possibility of inward depth, leading to superior knowledge 
of what matters in an absolute way. Yet oddly, this is not so. Although many are happy to ignore 
what once was called ‘Religion’ (and this is obviously bad enough), few are wholly happy 
to ignore ‘moral’, ‘social’ and (to a lesser degree) ‘artistic’ behavior, all of which bear upon 
‘the inner man’, thought of as something more than merely a cluster of inter-acting molecules. 
For instance, ‘a sense of obligation’, ‘good motives’, ‘having integrity and a sense of dignity’, 
‘a sense of beauty’, ‘being loving’: very few are at all happy to explain these as other than 
manifestations of ‘the inner man’, who is more, if not even other than, a piece of moving-matter. 

Hence, whilst there is not in the West (and, these days, increasingly in the East as well) 
an absolute denial of ‘wisdom’, or of the ‘inner man’, there is, I would say, something akin 
to absolute confusion about it. Moreover, this wholly unthinking, indeed, mostly unthought 
of confusion is added unto by the fact that the sole (however tenuously) remaining, wholly 
acceptable repository of ‘value-theory’ in the West—namely, what is called ‘morality’, and 
philosophy, sofar as it theorizes about morals—is nonetheless, increasingly characterized by 
an effort to cancel out ‘the inner man of the Spirit’, in the name of ‘the outer man of the 
fleshly body’. More and more these days do theorists seek to ‘explain’ morals in terms of 
some non-moral, fundamentally physical thing—’happiness’ (understood as ‘pleasure’); or 
‘basic physical needs’ (‘drives’, ‘instincts’ &c); or ‘self-preservation’; or ‘one’s private feelings 
or emotions’ (ultimately reducible, or at least traceable to physiological happenings); or ‘social-
convention’ (usually considered attendant either upon sheer power struggles between opposing 
blocs, or the contingencies of socio-economic pressures). The suggestion of another form 
of understanding which might supply us with non-secular, absolute values is, by and large, 
either ignored or ridiculed by modern moral theorists—especially in contemporary, England-
influenced philosophy. 

This is thought to be an ‘enlightened’ approach by ‘civilized man’ to hard realities; and 
called—‘progress’. In fact, it is only a scientific approach by modern man to the boundaries of 
empirically-verifiable fact: and far from being “progress”, would seem entirely to be an effort 
to deny man his true humanity, by robbing him of his Divinity. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Having attained human birth, which is an open gateway to Brahman, one who . . . re-
mains attached to the ties of the world is not fit to be called human. Pleasures of sense 
may be had in all lives: leave them, then, to the brutes! Never does the wise man yearn 
alter them. 

Srimad Bhagavatam, XI, iii 
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The Influence of Sufism  
on Traditional Persian Music1  

by  
Seyyed Hossein Nasr  

TRADITIONAL Persian music, like all art of a spiritual nature, arises from Silence. Its peace 
and calm manifest the eternal Truth in the framework of sounds belonging to the world of 
forms and appearances, although that Truth itself transcends every kind of form, determination 
and particularization. The quiet and serenity of this music is the seal of the world of the Spirit 
impressed upon the countenance of the world of form. The root of every melodious sound 
takes shape within the depths of this vast world of Silence, a world which transcends every kind 
of sound although all sounds draw their existence from its life-giving power. 

Man himself is situated between two worlds of silence, which in a certain respect are am-
biguous and unknown for him. The first is the period before birth and the second that after 
death. Between them human life is an instant which like a sudden cry shatters the infinite si-
lence for a brief moment, only to become united with it. But a deeper study shows that what 
appears to man as nothingness, that is, the stage beyond the life of this world, is pure Being, 
and what is apparently being, that is, the fleeting instants of life in this material universe, is only 
the reflection and shadow of that transcendent Being: Man’s life also is no more than noise and 
clamor in the face of that eternal Silence which in fact is the most profound of all music; and 
the life of this world comes to possess meaning only when it joins that Silence and transforms 
the noise and uproar of the external world into the enchanting song of the world of man’s inner 
dimension. 

Sufism is a way which gives access to that Silence which is hidden at the center of all men’s 
beings, that Silence which is the most beautiful form of music and the source of all meaning-
ful activities and actions, and which itself is the origin of life and of man’s existence. Sufism is 
a divine trust originating in the Mercy of God and placed within Islam, a religion revealed by 
Heaven. It is a key given to man with which he can unlock the secret of his own existence and 
come to possess the forgotten and neglected treasure hidden within his being. Sufism gives to 
man the means to know himself and thus to know God. With the help of the doctrines and 
methods of the spiritual path man is enabled to understand who he is and to die to what he (is) 
in an illusory manner in order to come alive to what he is in reality. Sufism is able to lead man 
to that quiet and peace which is hidden at the centre of his being and whose attainment is pos-
sible at all times and all places. It can deliver him from the crushing storm of events in this life 
and the uproar of the external world—without it being necessary that he abandon that world. 
Rather, in Sufism man is delivered by means of an inner transformation which takes place here 
and now, within the framework of his normal life. As a result he is enabled to hear the inward 
music of all beings and above the noise of everyday life, to listen to the music of the Silence of 
Eternity. 

1 Translated from the Persian by William C. Chittick. The present article was originally a speech delivered in November, 1970, 
in Tehran. Although the English version has been slightly revised by the author, it should be borne in mind that the speech 
was meant for a Persian-speaking audience and that therefore certain references may seem unfamiliar or strange in English. The 
Persian text was published in Tehran in the magazine Talāsh, No. 26, and the journal Ma‘ārif-i-islāmī (Islamic Studies), No. 12. 
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In order to express its truths Sufism can make use and has made use of every legitimate 
means, from weaving to archery, from architecture to music, and from logic to traditional the-
osophy (hikmat-i ilāhi). The goal of Sufism is to lead man from the world of form to the world 
of the Spirit; but since man lives in the world of form and at the beginning of the spiritual path 
is not detached from it, by means of this very world of form Sufism turns his attention towards 
the spiritual world. 

Form is the veil of the spiritual world; but at the same time it is its symbol and the ladder 
by means of which union with it can be attained. As the poet Awhadī Kirmānī has said: 

“I gaze upon form (sūrat) with my physical eye because there is in form the trace 
of the Spirit (ma‘nā). 

This is the world of form and we live in forms; the Spirit cannot be seen save by 
means of form.” 

A limited few can reach the stage of complete detachment from the material world (tajar-
rud) without need of material and formal support, but most people who possess the qualifi-
cations for the spiritual life can only reach the world of the Spirit through form, but a form 
which has become so polished and refined by traditional art that the darkness and opacity of 
multiplicity has been lifted from it so that, like a mirror, it reflects the beauty of the spiritual 
world. This form can be a geometrical figure in architecture, a design in painting or calligraphy, 
or a melody in music. For this very reason Sufism has made use of all of these possibilities and 
has left a profound effect upon nearly all aspects of Islamic art. 

But among the traditional arts music has a special place, for it deals with material forms and 
shapes less than do all the other arts and is connected more directly to the world of spiritual 
essences (mujarradāt). It is not without reason that the Hindus consider the first art sent from 
heaven for men to have been music, and that the Muslim gnostics (‘urafā’) consider music to 
be the best means to express the subtlest of divine mysteries. In the words of Jalāl al-Dīn Rūmī: 

“The musician began to play before the drunken Turk within the veil of melody the 
mysteries of the eternal covenant between God and man (asrār-i alast).” 

Although its origin is the transcendent world, man’s spirit became joined to the earthly 
body through a talisman, whose secret is known only to God, and thus his life in the lower 
world came into being. But the spirit always retains a memory of its original dwelling and first 
homeland, and all of man’s efforts to reach perfection, even if limited to the material world, 
have their root in this remembrance. In the transcendent world the spirit of man listened per-
petually to a never ending concert, whose harmony and beauty it benefitted from and partici-
pated in. By means of traditional music the spirit in its bodily prison once again remembers its 
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original homeland. The talisman through which it has been joined to the body may even be 
broken, thus allowing the bird of the spirit, even if only for a few moments, to spread its wings 
and fly in the unlimited expanse of the spiritual world and to participate in the joy and ecstasy 
which is an essential aspect of this world. In the words of Sa‘d al-Dīn Hamūyah: 

“When the heart attends the spiritual concert (samā‘) it perceives the Beloved and 
lifts the soul to the abode of the divine Mysteries. 

The melody is the steed of thy soul; it raises it up and takes it joyful to the world 
of the Friend.” 

The man who has reached the state of spiritual perfection has of course no need for any kind 
of steed or vehicle, for he himself possesses the power of flight. But until this stage is reached, 
music of a spiritual nature such as the traditional music of Persia, can be one of the most pow-
erful means for awakening the qualified person from the sleep of forgetfulness (ghaflah). It is a 
sure and dependable steed, one that is able to take man from the abyss of the material world 
with all its hardship and pain to the zenith of the limitless world of the Spirit, within which all 
pain and suffering is transformed into happiness and joy. Sufism took the music of ancient Persia 
and like so many other forms polished and perfected it until it became the required vehicle. 
That is why, from the point of view of the effect this music leaves on the soul of man, it mat-
ters little what its origin might have been, whether it is of the Bārbadi school or reaches back to 
the Achaemenian period. What is important is that it was able to come under the influence of 
Sufism and to be transformed by it in such a way that within it an inward and spiritual dimen-
sion came into being which is able to bring the spirit of the person qualified for spiritual ascent 
into union with the Beloved, to free man for a moment from limitation and from the material 
world that encompasses him. 

The relationship of traditional Persian music with Sufism is not accidental, nor is it merely 
historical. Rather, it is a profound reality which has left a considerable influence upon the way 
this music affects the soul of the listener. In order for this point to be fully understood it is nec-
essary to take into consideration the stages of the spiritual path (sayr wa sulūk). Although there 
are various ways of describing and explaining the way toward union with God in Sufism, these 
can be summarized in three main stages: The first is that of contraction (qabd). In it a certain 
aspect of the human soul must die; this stage is connected with asceticism and piety and with 
the manifestation or theophany (tajalli) of the divine justice and Majesty. The second stage is 
expansion (bast), in which an aspect of the human soul is expanded so that man’s existence 
passes beyond its own limits until it embraces the whole universe, and man can say with Sa‘di: 

“I am joyful in the world because the world is joyful in Him”.  
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This stage is joined to happiness and ecstasy and is the manifestation of the divine Beauty 
and Mercy. The third stage is union with the Truth (wisāl bi’l-haqq) by means of reaching the 
stations of extinction (fanā’) and permanence (baqā’). At this level the gnostic has passed be-
yond all other states (ahwāl) and stations (maqāmāt) and has attained to contemplation of the 
Face of the Beloved. He sees with manifest clarity that, in the words of Hātif of Isfahan: 

“He is one and there is naught but He:  
There is no God save Him alone.”2  

Music is concerned with the second and third stages and not with the first. That is why 
in Islam, while the Divine Law or Shari‘ah forbids listening to music unless it be that highest 
and purest form of musical melody, the recitation of the verses of the Holy Quran—for the 
injunctions of the Shari‘ah are only concerned with religious commands and prohibitions and 
with the divine justice-in Sufism, which is concerned with the spiritual path, music has been 
permitted and in some orders like the Mawlawiyyah and the Chishtiyyah has even possessed 
considerable importance. 

The spiritual profundity of present-day traditional Persian music is not, as certain short-
sighted people have imagined, in spite of the religion of Islam. Rather, its origin is the Islamic 
teachings themselves, which cut music off from the external aspects of life and turned it toward 
the world of the Spirit. For the same reason, while Western music during the past two centuries 
has been for the most part an attempt to reach the second of the above three stages without 
passing initially through the first, that is, the stage of asceticism, piety and detachment from 
the world—and thus it causes the soul to undergo an expansion which is not always connected 
with a spiritual influence—the traditional music of Persia and of the other Islamic countries has 
been based on the first stage. This is especially true of the music of North India, which has been 
composed and performed to a large extent by Sufis and many of whose greatest masters down 
to the present day, such as Ridā Qulī Khān, ‘Alā’uddin Khān and Bismillāh-Khān, have been 
Muslims. The profundity of traditional Islamic music, which pulls man away from the material 
world and plunges the roots of the tree of his existence into the world of the Spirit, is due to 
the fact that the men who have composed and performed this music have themselves reached 
the stage of detachment and possess spiritual states (hāl) in the truly gnostic (‘irfāni) meaning 
of the term. 

The Sufis have been completely aware of the above facts and have considered listening to 
music and “spiritual concerts” (samā‘) as permissible only for those who have gone beyond the 
first stage in the development and perfection of the soul, which is none other than the subjuga-
tion of the animal passions. Ghazzali in his book Alchemy of Happiness (Kimiyā-yi sa‘ādat) has 
written the following in the chapter called “On Discussions of Listening to Music (samā‘) and 
the Explanation of What is Permitted of it and What is Forbidden”: 

This verse is the “refrain” of Hātif’s celebrated tarji‘ band, one of the most famous poems in Sufism, which was translated 
by E. G. Browne in his Literary History of Persia, vol. IV, Cambridge, 1924, pp. 292-297 (trans.). 
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Know that God, the Exalted, possesses a secret in the heart of man which is hidden like 
fire in iron. Just as the secret of fire becomes manifest and apparent when iron is struck 
with a stone, so listening to pleasing and harmonious music brings man’s essence into 
movement and causes something to come into being within man without his having a 
choice in the matter. The reason for this is the relationship that exists between the es-
sence of man’s heart and the transcendant world, which is called the world of Spirits 
(arwāh). The transcendent world is the world of loveliness and beauty, and the source 
of loveliness and beauty is harmony (tanāsub). All that is harmonious manifests the 
beauty of that world, for all loveliness, beauty and harmony that is observable in this 
world is the result of the loveliness and beauty of that world. 

Therefore the pleasing and harmonious song has a certain resemblance to the won-
ders of that world, and hence an awareness appears in the heart, as well as a movement 
(harakat) and a desire, and it may be that man himself does not know what it is. Now 
this is true of a heart that is simple, that is free of the various loves and desires which 
can affect it. But if it is not free of them, and it is occupied with something, that thing 
comes into movement and becomes influenced like a fire which is blown upon. Listen-
ing to music (samā‘) is important for him whose heart is dominated by the love of God, 
for the fire is made stronger, but for him in whose heart is love for vanity, listening to 
music is a deadly poison, and it is forbidden to him.3 

The Sufis have only allowed participation in the spiritual concert to those individuals who 
are qualified, that is, those who have escaped from the abyss of the material world and its at-
tractions. Thus, in the words of Sa‘di: 

“I will not say, O brother, what the spiritual concert is, until I know who is listen-
ing to it. 

If he begins his flight from the tower of the Spirit, the angels will not keep up with 
his soaring. 

But if he be a man of error, vanity and play, the devil in his brain will grow more 
powerful. 

The rose is torn apart by the morning breeze, but not the log; for it can only be split 
by an axe. 

The world subsists on music, intoxication, and ardour, but what does the blind man 
see in a mirror?” 

Ghazzali, Kimiyā-yi sa‘ādat, edited by Ahmad Aram, Tehran, 1345, p. 370. 
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The influence of Sufism on traditional Persian music derives more than all else from the fact 
that Sufism has made of music a vehicle for the ascent of the spirit to the transcendent world, 
but only for those who have taken upon themselves the difficulties of asceticism and spiritual 
discipline, the first stage of which is piety and fear of God. For the same reason those who enjoy 
this music without having passed through the first stage of the spiritual path will never attain to 
the unlimited expanse of the transcendent world, and if their soul takes to flight in that world 
for a few moments with the help of this celestial music, it will immediately fall back when the 
music ends, and they will not be able to maintain their spiritual state and ecstasy. Moreover, 
how many are there for whom instead of being a means to mount to the world of the Spirit, 
this music is like an intoxicant which frees them for a few moments from the hardships and 
afflictions of the world? 

Then again, the musician who plays this music, precisely because it was composed by men 
who themselves possessed spiritual stations, who were empty of themselves and who played 
this music in a state of spiritual ecstasy, can only perform it well if he first forgets himself. Tra-
ditional Persian music is more profound than that a person could be continually in its intimacy 
and play it well without there first being some kind of spiritual transformation and forgetfulness 
of his ordinary, profane state. Many people ask why a group of those who perform traditional 
Persian music are addicted to narcotics. The probable reason is that many of them do not bene-
fit from the grace which derives from Sufism and gnosis nor possess the means to reach spiritual 
states and stations through genuine Sufi and gnostic ways, and therefore they resort to the only 
way which they have to forget themselves for a few moments. In any case, what is certain from 
the point of view of Sufism is that spiritual profit from music is only possible through the pol-
ishing of the soul and the slaying of the dragon within ourselves. This alone can deliver the bird 
of the spirit and prepare it for the ascent which music of a spiritual nature can make possible. 

The spiritual ascent which is accomplished by means of traditional Persian music is of sev-
eral kinds. One kind is reached through the melody, which takes man step by step from one 
station to the next, that is, from one spiritual state to another, and finally to the state of spiritual 
joy and ecstasy. Another is attained through the rhythm and meter of the music, which changes 
the relationship of man with ordinary time—the most important characteristic of the life of 
this world. Persian music possesses extremely fast and regular rhythms, and moments in which 
there are no beats or any form of temporal determination. In the first instance man is united 
with the pulsation of cosmic life, which in the human individual is always present in the form 
of the beating of the heart. Man’s life and the life of the cosmos become one, the microcosm 
is united to the macrocosm, and thus man’s spirit undergoes expansion and participates in the 
joy and ecstasy which encompass the world and which man fails to perceive only because of 
his state of forgetfulness of God (ghaflah). In the second case, which transcends all rhythm and 
temporal distinction, man is suddenly cut off from the world of time; he feels himself situated 
face to face with Eternity and for a moment benefits from the joy of extinction (fanā’) and 
permanence (baqā’). 

The perfect gnostic has no need of music or any other traditional art, for he and his life are 
themselves forms of art. Nevertheless, since his inward senses have been awakened it can be 
said that he is constantly in the state of listening to the spiritual concert. The whole world is 
for him an eternal song. He sees existence forever accompanied by harmony and beauty. In the 
same way that through his vision he sees this beauty in the form of the colors and shapes of the 
world of nature and creation, through his hearing he hears it in the form of music. His life is 
never separated from music and its happiness and joy. If he listens to and enjoys what is usually 
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called a musical composition it is only because this music confirms his own inward states—if 
indeed it has originated in the silence of the Spirit already alluded to. And if he seeks to keep 
away from what some people today call music, but which is no more than noise and cacophony 
devoid of any meaning or spiritual value, it is because listening to it disturbs his inner spiritual 
state; its lack of harmony disrupts and dissipates the song at the center of his being. At the same 
time, if this individual is talented in the composition and performance of music, as many of the 
Sufis have been—and the majority of the great masters of traditional Persian music have been 
connected with Sufism—what he composes and performs will be a reflection of his spiritual 
states covered by a veil of sounds, the combination of which will result in a melody which can 
guide the listener towards those states. 

It can also be said that the Sufi is himself an instrument in the hands of the Creator, and 
what he produces is a song played by the celestial Musician and heard within his being. The 
world itself is like a song composed of harmonious sounds, and since the gnostic has torn apart 
the veils of separative existence and become united with his original state and primordial na-
ture, he also, like the world, is only an instrument on which God plays what He wills. In the 
words of Rūmī: 

“We are like a lyre and Thou pluckest.” 

What joy could be greater than that a man not only listen to the divine concert, but also 
be himself the means for playing its music; that man through submitting his own volition to 
the divine Will places himself completely in God’s hands and become the source of melodies 
which spread joy and felicity and guide man towards his primordial home and ultimate abode? 

In today’s world when access to genuine spirituality becomes every day more difficult, and 
when that beauty which at one time was everywhere has come to be considered a luxury, tra-
ditional music possesses an extraordinary value, for it is like a refuge amidst a terrifying storm 
and a fresh and luxuriant oasis in the midst of a burning desert. Today many are interested in 
this music without themselves knowing the profound reason. In reality these people are search-
ing for the spiritual life and that quiet and peace which is hidden in the substance of music of 
a spiritual nature. They are seeking “the mysteries of the eternal covenant between man and 
God, within the veil of melody”, the beauty of which attracts them to itself; its apparent sor-
rowful exterior is but the preface to the indescribable joy hidden within it. 

The traditional music of Persia with its gnostic and Sufi character must be preserved in all 
of its authenticity, and quantitative expansion must not be confused at any cost with qualitative 
well-being. Obviously, the best way to preserve this music is to protect and maintain the Sufi 
tradition which has brought it into existence, and in the domain of the music itself to avoid all 
groundless innovation and imitation. This holds especially true as regards imitation of the music 
of contemporary Western civilization, for that civilization, because of its materialistic outlook, 
possesses values which are diametrically opposed to the goals of traditional music. Only those 
can add a new chapter to this music of the Spirit who have themselves attained to union with 
the spiritual world and who at the same time are completely acquainted with the principles 
of the traditional music of Persia. Otherwise any alteration will mean transforming a ladder to-
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wards Heaven into a purely earthly and worldly means of communication lacking any transcen-
dent dimension. Today, for Persians as well as other Muslims and traditionally oriented people 
in general, traditional Persian music can be a spring full of grace for satisfying lost and thirsty 
souls, a place of refuge from the negative influences of the times and, for some at least, a guide 
from its own wondrous beauty to thé beauty of the Absolute. Since this music is the song of the 
eternal world in the world of time and place, it undergoes no degeneration or corruption. Like 
the sun at dawn its message is always fresh and alive. It is for us to open our eyes and ears so 
that with the help of its melodies and of course with Divine succour we can be delivered from 
that death which is falsely called life, and attain that true life which knows no eclipse. It is for 
us to realize the worth of this valuable heritage, which, like the other aspects of the extremely 
rich culture of Islam, we are in need of now more than any other time in history. 

“O cup-bearer, brighten our goblet with the light of wine! 
O minstrel, tell how the world has succumbed to our desires! 

We have seen in the cup the reflection of the face of the Friend, 
O you who know nothing of the joy of our eternal wine-drinking! 

He whose heart has been made living by love never dies; 
our permanence is recorded within the pages of the cosmic text.” 

(Hāfiz) 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

The Thought of Enlightenment has arisen within me I know not how, even as a gem 
might be gotten by a blind man from a dunghill; it is an elixir made to destroy death in 
the world, an unfailing treasure to relieve the world’s poverty, a supreme balm to allay 
the world’s sickness, a tree under which may rest all creatures wearied with wandering 
over life’s paths, a bridge open to all wayfarers for passing over hard ways, a moon of 
thought arising to cool the fever of the world’s sin, a great sun driving away the gloom 
of the world’s ignorance, a fresh butter created by the churning of the milk of the Good 
Law. For the caravan of beings who wander through life’s paths hungering to taste of 
happiness this banquet of bliss is prepared, that will satisfy all creatures coming to it. 

Śāntideva 
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The Art of Relaxing as an  
Adjunct to Religious Concentration1  

by  
Ursula Darkins  

Talk given by request of Father Conrad Pepler at the conference for “Formation Teams” which 
took the place of the annual conference for Juniorate and Novice Mistresses at Spode House, Staffs, 
in February 1972; it also included religious men. It was hoped the conference would be of use in 
developing the future form of religious life which, after a period of considerable change and some 
uncertainty, is beginning to show valid signs of renewal and growth. 

The talk was planned only as an introduction to the subject and not as a detailed exposition 
of a technique. 

THE motivation of anyone wishing to learn to relax can be widely varied but, to me, the main 
value of subjecting oneself to this discipline is that one learns to be receptive and one learns to 
concentrate. From these two spheres of ability come many by-products, but there is insufficient 
time to discuss these now. 

In teaching relaxation we are very much concerned with both the problems pertaining to 
the individual and those of the individual living in community. These two aspects are dealt with 
separately. In the first place, where each person withdraws from contact with others, closes his 
eyes and becomes as far as he can “still” in order to find “the Kingdom of God which is within”, 
and the second, where one learns, through what might be called “an active passivity”, to de-
velop a much higher degree of objective perception of everything which is external to oneself; 
this perception in inter-personal relations is largely based on an intuitive awareness of tension. 

I am not here undervaluing tension. One’s whole life, the dynamic of breathing even, is in 
the balance first of the tension which is contained in activity and then of relaxation. The ten-
sion which is damaging is that which is caused by doubt and fear. If there is a bull charging at 
you from across a field, it is perfectly natural to react with a high degree of tension, adrenalin 
is released into the bloodstream and one runs as fast as possible. But in society as it is today 
people too often are in a continual state of residual tension of which they are unaware, which 
is communicated to others and which is caused by a nagging anxiety that there might suddenly 
appear a bull (or its equivalent) from which they must escape. 

This is in fact a lack of faith. No one can protect himself in such a way as to avoid the pos-
sible apparent disasters which the future may hold. Nor can one understand or predict the will 
of God. One has to go out into the darkness. 

A baby when it is born is totally receptive, it takes everything in and has no protective 
mechanism by which it can reject experience. It has to learn that cause and effect follow one 
another. Its relationship with others is guided by intuition and that intuition is, in my belief, 
based on an awareness of tension. 

As the child grows it develops a capacity for rational thought which, while it is a necessary 
and very important power, is also an inhibiting one. It learns to rely more on rational thinking 

Reproduced here with acknowledgments to the Editor of the Spode House Review. 
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than on the evidence of its senses. That sensory perception with which it was born becomes 
increasingly dulled and the conclusions which are to be reached from the evidence of sensory 
perception are relegated to the unconscious mind. 

An example of this in adult behavior is where A is dissatisfied with B but does not express 
this dissatisfaction in words. In any family or community of people this must happen many 
times. B may become aware of A’s feeling by assessment of what have been called “dynamic 
cues”—tones of voice, gesture, facial expression—these are all ways in which emotional ten-
sion is transmitted. A baby would sense and react immediately to any emotional atmosphere 
which surrounds it—it is in fact most responsive to touch; an adult can and often does react 
to these dynamic cues, but also is apt to receive and react to them subconsciously while, with 
his thinking brain, he works out a feasible rationalization for his reaction. In the case of the ex-
ample given, B may well say that he finds A objectionable because—and he makes use of one of 
the endless variety of reasons for which we criticize each other; but the original cause of B’s dis-
satisfaction with A was A’s dissatisfaction with B which has not been expressed or consciously 
thrashed out, but which, nevertheless has been transmitted. 

In learning relaxation one learns to improve one’s conscious awareness of intuitive percep-
tion. Ideally B after sensing the disapproval of A, and admitting it to his consciousness, would 
go up to A and say “what have I done? How have I offended you?” and, with the grace of God, 
all would be well. 

The child as it grows learns rationally to interpret both the dynamic and static cues which 
are presented to it and becomes aware of itself as distinct from others. The child sees not only 
how other people affect it but also how it affects them. It develops, of necessity, a protective 
screen which it first adopts when dealing with those who are not in close relationships to itself. 
This has to be. It has to learn to use the rules of behavior, or manners, which are suitable to 
the culture in which it lives in order to maintain relationships which cannot, for a variety of 
reasons, be on a deep level. Should the child meet an acquaintance by chance, it says “How 
do you do” and keeps on walking; and nothing has changed in the relationship. If it had said 
nothing then that relationship might deteriorate. If it had flung its arms around the person the 
relationship might, or might not improve. But our child has done neither of these things so the 
relationship is maintained at that same level. 

But unfortunately the protective screen which it learns to erect around itself too often 
becomes impenetrable and the next stage is reached where the child believes that the image 
which it wishes to present to others is the real one. Therefore its main concern on meeting 
other people is whether or not they accept and react to the image of itself which it wishes to 
project. It has little real communication with others because it is looking in them, like Narcis-
sus, for a reflection of its own self. 

In order to achieve any degree of objectivity perception of others or of the World around 
us, or indeed of God, one must be receptive. And this is where relaxation comes in again. 

How often do we form an image of the God we need, and hang on to that image the attri-
butes which we consider He should have. Eckhart says “No man can tell of God exactly what 
He is”. According to St. Dionysius God is not anything we can describe or think. St. Augustine 
cries, “I who have ever been in God and ever more shall be, would sooner I never had been 
and never more shall be than that we found a single word that we would say of God. Were we 
compelled to speak of God, in that case I would say ‘Verily in no sense is God comprehensible 
nor yet obtainable’. God is what thought cannot better. Nay, I declare God beggars human 
thought; He transcends all human conception. No man knows what God is. Ought that a man 
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could or would think of God, God is not at all”. 
It is only by becoming receptive that we learn anything new. If we have a pre-conceived 

idea about what we are going to learn, then we minimize the chance of being able to per-
ceive something new, something outside our previous experience. As God cannot be contained 
within terms which can be described or analyzed by a process of reasoning then our awareness 
of Him has to be direct. We must become as little children. Knowledge of God is in intellectual 
receptivity, not in effort because effort presupposes a pre-determined objective and one can 
have no preconceived ideas about God. “Be still and know that I am God”. When one is still, 
when one is receptive one doesn’t “believe in God”, one knows God. 

Through receptivity comes the ability to concentrate. In this interpretation of the word, 
“concentration” means complete absorption and this is rarely achieved for long. What con-
centration is not is an external active discipline where the attention of one part of the mind is 
forced into something. It is, again, an apparently passive function. The attention is absorbed 
if it is allowed to be. Too often the brain is like a top which spins around a certain orbit quite 
haphazardly. Thoughts come and go at random. 

Concentration has to be an immediate absorption. It has to do with the present moment. 
At this moment one is absorbed by speculation about possibly the future or about experience 
of the present, or recollection of the past, but in this moment all the attention of both mind 
and body—and the two cannot be divorced—is concentrated in one direction. This is not 
something to be achieved by effort but rather by a reduction of effort. Effort is a hindrance to 
concentration. 

Again I quote from Eckhart when he talks of three kinds of knowledge: “The first is bodily, 
the eye for instance, is sensible of images. The second is mental but still uses images of bodily 
things. The third is in the interior mind which knows without image or likeness and this knowl-
edge is like unto the angels”. 

And so, in meditation, one thinks first of how to dispose one’s body. As it is impossible to 
separate the mind from the body so it is impossible to be emotionally calm and physically tense. 
But the positive side of this, which is often ignored, is that it is equally impossible when physi-
cally relaxed to be emotionally disturbed. Relaxation is a means, not of imposing control or of 
disciplining the various signs of emotion, but it is a means of actually changing that emotion. An 
example of this which is easily demonstrable is if you clench your fists as tightly as possible for 
the space of a few minutes. Keep your eyes closed to facilitate the awareness of your body and 
notice whether your teeth begin to clench also, whether your breathing quickens and whether 
you begin to feel aggressive. 

Or else notice whether it is possible to continue to feel aggressive if your hands are totally 
relaxed. 

Notice the difference in the quality of the movement, and in the emotion engendered, if 
you raise your arms with the palms facing upwards or if you raise them with the palms facing 
down. 

The traditional movements of the priest’s hands during the Mass indicate that the worship 
of God is not only with the brain, but also with the body. 

It is not unfortunately possible to teach this discipline by writing about it. I have tried only 
to explain why it is of value, and how, once one has made the acquaintance as it were, of this 
central core of quiescence it can be maintained in any activity or when facing any circumstances. 
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Taoism and Confucianism  
by  

René Guénon  

ANCIENT peoples for the most part bothered little about arranging their history according 
to a strict chronological order; some even only made use of symbolic numbers (at any rate for 
the most distant epochs) which we would be seriously mistaken in accepting as dates in the 
ordinary and literal sense of that word. In this matter, however, the Chinese are a remarkable 
exception; they are perhaps the only people which has constantly, since the very origin of their 
tradition, taken care to date their annals by means of precise astronomical observations, giving 
the description of the state of the heavens at the moment when the events recorded took place. 
We can then be more definite in what concerns China and her ancient history than in many 
other cases; we know in this way that the origin of what may be called the Chinese tradition 
goes back to about 3,700 years before the Christian era. By a rather strange coincidence this 
same epoch is also the beginning of the Jewish era, but in the latter case it would be difficult to 
say what event really marks this starting-point. 

However remote such an origin may appear when one compares it with that of the Greco-
Roman civilization and with the dates of so-called “classical” antiquity, it is, in fact, still fairly 
recent; what was the state of the yellow race, which then probably inhabited certain regions 
of central Asia, before that time? In the absence of sufficiently explicit data, it is impossible 
to say exactly; but it would seem that this race had been going through a period of obscurity, 
whose length we cannot estimate, and that it was roused from this sleep at a time which is also 
notable for important changes affecting other parts of mankind. Thus it is that what appears 
as a beginning was really the revival of a much earlier tradition which had to be put in another 
form so as to fit new conditions. However, that may have been, the history of China, or of what 
is today so named, only begins with Fu-Hsi, who is regarded as its first emperor; and it must 
be added at once that the name of Fu-Hsi—to which is attributed the whole body of sciences 
that make up the very essence of the Chinese tradition—is used in reality to designate a whole 
period extending over several centuries. 

To fix the principles of the tradition, Fu-Hsi made use of linear symbols, both as simple and 
as synthetic as possible—the continuous line and the broken line, signs of yang and yin respec-
tively, that is, of the two principles, active and passive, which proceed from a sort of polariza-
tion of the supreme metaphysical Unity and give birth to the whole of universal manifestation. 
From the combinations of these two signs, in all their possible arrangements, are formed the 
eight kua or trigrams which have always remained the fundamental symbols of the Far Eastern 
tradition, It is said that “before tracing the trigrams, Fu-Hsi looked at the Heavens, then low-
ered his eyes to the Earth, noticed their particulars, and considered the character of the human 
body and of all external things.”1 This text is especially interesting in that it contains the formal 
expression of the Great Triad: Heaven and Earth, or the two complementary principles from 
which all beings spring, and man who, partaking by his nature of both, is the middle term of 
the triad, the mediator between Heaven and Earth. It is perhaps necessary to explain that the 
“true man” is here referred to, that is he who, having reached the full development of his higher 

The Book of the Rites of the Kingdom of Chou. 
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faculties, “can help Heaven and Earth in the maintenance and transformation of all beings and, 
by means of this, form a third power with Heaven and Earth.”2 It is also said that Fu-Hsi saw 
a dragon come out of the river, uniting in itself the powers of Heaven and Earth, with the tri-
grams inscribed on its back, which is another way of expressing the same thing symbolically. 

The whole tradition was thus at first enveloped essentially, embryonically as it were, in the 
trigrams, these symbols containing in themselves all sorts of possible meanings; it only remained 
to make all the necessary developments, God in the realm of pure metaphysical knowledge 
itself and in that of its different applications to this world and to humanity. To this end Fu-Hsi 
wrote three books, of which only the last I Ching or “Book of Changes”, has survived to our 
day; and the text of this book is still so synthetic that it can be understood in many senses—all 
in perfect agreement one with another—according to whether one keeps strictly to the prin-
ciples themselves or applies them to this or that definite order. Thus, besides the metaphysical 
sense, there are a multitude of contingent applications, not all of the same importance, which 
make up so many traditional sciences; in this way it can be applied to logic, mathematics, as-
tronomy, physiology, social organization and so on; it can even be applied to divination which, 
as a matter of fact, is looked upon as one of the lowest, and the use of which is left to wandering 
jugglers. Moreover, it is characteristic of all traditional doctrines that they contain in themselves 
from the very beginning the possibilities of all conceivable developments, including those of 
an untold variety of sciences which the modern West has not the slightest idea of, and also the 
possibilities of all the adaptations which might be required by later circumstances. There is thus 
no reason to be surprised that the teachings which were contained in the I Ching, and which 
according to Fu-Hsi himself were drawn from a past so remote that it is very difficult to date 
it; should have become in their turn the common basis of the two doctrines by means of which 
the Chinese tradition has continued down to our times and which at first sight, on account of 
the wholly different realms which they refer to, seem to have no point of contact, namely Tao-
ism and Confucianism. 

What were the circumstances which after about 3,000 years made a readaptation of the 
traditional doctrine necessary, not as regards the basis which always remains strictly the same 
but the forms in which this doctrine is as it were embodied? This again is another point which 
it would no doubt be difficult to unravel fully, for such things in China, as well as elsewhere, 
leave hardly any traces in written history where external results are much more apparent than 
deep-rooted causes. In any case what seems certain is that the doctrine such as it had been 
formulated in the period of Fu-Hsi had ceased to be generally understood in its essentials; and 
doubtless also the applications of it which had been made in the past, notably from the social 
standpoint, no longer corresponded to the living conditions of the race, since these must have 
been greatly altered in the interval. 

It was then the 6th century before the Christian era; and it is to be noticed that consider-
able changes took place among almost all peoples in that century; so it would seem that what 
happened at that time in China ought to be attributed to a cause which, hard to define though 
it maybe none the less affected the whole of mankind. What is strange is that this 6th century 
can be considered, in a very general way, as the beginning of the so-called “historical” period; 
when one wishes to go farther back, it is impossible to fix an even approximate chronology save 
in a few exceptional cases as, for instance, that of China; starting from this epoch, on the other 
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hand, the dates of events are fairly exactly known everywhere; this is assuredly a fact worth 
considering. Moreover the changes which then took place presented different characteristics 
according to the different countries; India, for instance, saw the birth of Buddhism, that is the 
beginning of a new tradition, though it must be borne in mind that the mission of the Buddha 
was clearly not intended to replace Hinduism; in China, on the contrary, it was strictly in the 
line of the old tradition that the two new doctrinal forms which are named Taoism and Con-
fucianism were constituted. 

The founders of these two doctrines, Lao-tzu and Kung-tzu (whom the West has called 
Confucius) were, as a matter of fact, contemporaries, and history informs us that they met one 
day. “Hast thou discovered Tao” asked Laotzu. “I have sought it 27 years” replied Kungtzu “and 
I have not yet found it”. Whereupon Laotzu gave his visitor these few precepts. “The sage loves 
obscurity; he does not throw himself at every comer; he studies times and circumstances. If the 
moment is propitious, he speaks; otherwise, he keeps silent. Whoever possesses a treasure does 
not display it before the whole world; in the same way, one who is truly a sage does not unveil 
his wisdom to the whole world. That is all I have to say to thee; make what profit thou canst 
out of it!” On returning from this interview Kungtzu said, “I have seen Laotzu; he is like the 
dragon. As for the dragon, I know not how it can be borne by winds and clouds and raise itself 
to Heaven”. 

This anecdote, related by the historian Sse-Ma Ch’ien, perfectly states the respective posi-
tions of the two doctrines or rather of the two branches of doctrine into which the far-east-
ern tradition was to be divided from that time onwards, the one containing, essentially, pure 
metaphysics to which are added all the traditional sciences whose scope is strictly speaking 
speculative or rather “cognitive”, the other being confined to the practical domain and keeping 
exclusively to the realm of social applications. Kungtzu himself admitted that he was “not born 
to Knowledge”, that is, that he had not attained to meta-physical and supra-rational knowl-
edge which alone can be called transcendent; he knew the traditional symbols, but he had not 
fathomed their deepest meaning. That is why his work was necessarily limited to a particular 
contingent domain, the only one within his reach, but at least he was careful not to deny what 
lay beyond his under-standing. In this his later disciples did not always imitate him and some of 
them, by a defect which is not uncommon among all kinds of “specialists”, proved themselves 
narrowly exclusive; and this brought on their heads retorts of a biting irony from the great Tao-
ist commentators of the 4th century B.C., Liehtzu and more especially Ch’uangtzu. It must not 
be inferred however from such disputes that Taoism and Confucianism are rival schools, which 
never was the case and never can be, since each has its own realm, entirely distinct from the 
other’s. Their existence side by side is thus perfectly normal and regular and, in some respects, 
their difference corresponds fairly exactly to what in other civilizations would be the difference 
between spiritual authority and temporal power. 

We have, moreover, already said that the two doctrines have a common root, namely the 
earlier tradition; Kungtzu never intended to expound conceptions of his own invention any 
more than Laotzu did, since, for this very reason, they would have been stripped of all authority 
and all real import. “I am”, said Kungtzu, “a man who has loved the ancients and who has bent 
all his efforts towards acquiring their sciences”;3 and this attitude, which is the very opposite of 
the individualism of modern Westerners and their pretentions to be original at all costs, is the 
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only one compatible with the constitution of a traditional civilization. The word “readaptation” 
which we have used before is certainly the one which fits here; and the social institutions which 
resulted from it were endowed with a remarkable stability, since they have lasted 25 Centuries 
and survived all the troubles that China has gone through until recently. I have no wish to speak 
further about these institutions which are fairly well-known in outline; I shall only mention 
that their essential characteristic is to take the family as a foundation and to consider in much 
the same way the race itself which is the whole body of families belonging to one and the same 
stem of origin; in fact one of the special characteristics of the Chinese civilization is that it is 
based on the idea of race and the solidarity which unites its members one with another, whereas 
other civilizations, which consist usually of men belonging to various races or to not clearly 
defined ones, rest on quite different principles of unity. 

Usually in the West, when one talks of China and its doctrines, one thinks almost exclu-
sively of Confucianism. Moreover this does not mean that it is always correctly interpreted, 
since some people claim to make a kind of eastern “positivism” out of it, when in reality it is 
something quite different, firstly by reason of its traditional character and also because, as we 
have said, it is an application of higher principles, whereas “positivism” implies, on the con-
trary, a negation of such principles. As for Taoism, it is usually passed by in silence; and many 
seem even to ignore its existence or at any rate to believe that it has disappeared long ago and 
that its only interest is historical or archaeological; we shall see the reason for this mistake in 
what follows. 

Laotzu only wrote one treatise, and an extremely concise one at that, the Tao-Te-Ching or 
“Book of the Way and of Righteousness”; all the other Taoist texts are either commentaries of 
this fundamental book or more or less late editions of certain complementary teachings which 
had at first been purely oral. Tao which is translated literally by way and which gave its name 
to the doctrine itself, is the Supreme Principle, viewed from a strictly metaphysical standpoint; 
it is at once the origin and the end of all beings, as the ideographic character which represents 
it clearly indicates. Te we prefer to translate by Righteousness rather than Virtue as it is some-
times rendered in order not to seem to give it a “moral” meaning which is in no sense to be 
found in the outlook of Taoism. This Virtue is what one might call a “specification” of Tao with 
respect to a definite being, such as for instance the human being; it is the direction which that 
being must follow in order that his existence, in the state in which he at present finds himself, 
may be according to the Way, or, in other words, in conformity with the Principle. Thus Laotzu 
starts in the universal order and then descends to an application; but this application, though 
made particularly to the case of man, is never made from a social or moral standpoint; what 
it has in view is never anything other than the connection between the individual and the Su-
preme Principle, and thus we never leave the realm of metaphysic. 

Moreover, it is not outer action that Taoism deems important; this in itself it looks upon 
as immaterial indeed and it expressly teaches the doctrine of “non-action” whose real meaning 
Westerners as a whole have some difficulty in grasping. It is true that they might have been 
helped in this by the Aristotelian theory of the “motor immobilis”, which is fundamentally 
the same in meaning, but they never seem to have considered all that is implied in it. “Non-
action” is not inertia; on the contrary, it is the fullness of activity; but it is transcendent and 
purely inward activity, unmanifested, in union with the Principle and therefore above all the 
distinctions and appearances which are commonly mistaken for reality itself, although they are 
only more or less distant reflections of it. One should also note that Confucianism itself, though 
its standpoint is that of action, nevertheless talks of the “unchanging middle”, that is, of the 
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state of perfect equilibrium, withdrawn from the incessant changes of the outward world. But 
in the case of Confucianism it can only be the expression of a purely theoretic ideal, and in 
its contingent realm it can grasp no more than a mere reflection of true “non-action”, whereas 
Taoism is concerned with something quite different, namely with a fully, effective realization 
of this transcendent state. Placed in the centre of the Cosmic Wheel, the perfect sage moves it 
invisibly by his presence alone without taking part in its motion and untroubled by the need 
for any action whatsoever; his absolute detachment makes him master of all things, because he 
can no longer be affected by any. “He hath attained such perfect impassibility; for him life and 
death are alike indifferent, and the upheaval of the world would move him not at all. By pen-
etration he hath reached the Immutable Truth, the Knowledge of the One Universal Principle. 
He letteth all the beings roll on according to their destinies, while himself he keepeth to the 
Immobile Centre of all destinies. . . . The outward sign of this inner state is imperturbability, 
not that of the warrior who for love of glory swoopeth down upon an army ranged in battle, 
but that of the spirit, superior to Heaven, to Earth and, to all beings, who dwelleth in a body 
for which he careth not, taking no account of the images perceived by his senses and knowing 
all, in his immobile unity, by a knowledge all-embracing. This absolutely independent spirit is 
the master of men; if it pleased him to summon them all together, all would run to his bidding 
on the day appointed; but he careth not to be served.”4 “If a true sage, much despite himself, 
had had to take charge of an empire, still keeping himself to non-action, he would make use of 
the leisures of his non-intervention by giving free rein to his natural bents. The empire would 
prosper for having been put in the hands of this man. Without bringing his faculties into play, 
without using his bodily senses, seated motionless, he would behold all with his transcendent 
eye; absorbed in contemplation, he would shake all like thunder; the sky would conform obedi-
ently to the motions of his spirit; all beings would follow the impulse of his non-intervention, 
as dust follows the wind. Why should this man seek to guide the empire, when letting it go on 
is enough?”5 

We have insisted especially on this doctrine of “non-action”, for besides the fact that it is 
one of the most important and most characteristic aspects of Taoism, there are more particular 
reasons which will be better understood from what follows. One question, however, arises 
is how can one attain to the state of the perfect sage thus described? Here as in all analogous 
doctrines which are to be found in other civilizations, the answer is very plain; one attains to 
it by knowledge exclusively, but this knowledge, the very one Kungtzu admitted not having 
obtained, is of an order quite different from that of ordinary or “profane” knowledge and has 
no connection whatsoever with the outer learning of the “litterati” and even less so with sci-
ence as it is understood by modern Westerners. These different kinds of knowledge are not 
incompatible, though ordinary science, by reason of the limitations which it imposes and of the 
mental habits which it leads to, may often be a hindrance to the acquiring of true knowledge; 
but whoever possesses the latter will, of course, count as negligible the relative and contingent 
speculations in which the majority of mankind delight, the detailed analyses and researches 
in which they involve themselves and the many divergent opinions which are the inevitable 
consequence. “Philosophers lose themselves in their speculations, sophists in their distinctions; 
investigators in their researches. All these men are caught within the limits of space and blinded 

4 Ch’uang Tzu, ch. v. 
5 Ibid., ch. xi. 
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by particular beings.”6 The sage, on the other hand, has passed beyond all the distinctions 
inherent in the more outward point of view; in the central point where he keeps himself all 
opposition has disappeared, having been resolved into perfect equilibrium. “In the primordial 
state, oppositions existed not. They all came from the diversity of beings and from their con-
tacts caused by the universal gyration. They would cease, if difference and motion ceased. They 
cease at once to affect the being that hath reduced his distinct individuality and his particular 
motion to almost nothing. This being entereth no longer into conflict with any being else, for 
he is established in the infinite, withdrawn in the indefinite. He hath reached the point from 
which start all transformations, wherein are no conflicts, and there he abideth. By concentrating 
his nature, by nourishing his vital spirit, by bringing together all his powers, he is united to the 
Principle of all births. In as much as his nature is whole, and his vital spirit intact, no being can 
harm him”. 7 

It is for this reason, and not from any kind of skepticism which is obviously excluded by 
the degree of knowledge he has attained, that the sage keeps himself wholly outside all discus-
sions which agitate the common man; for him, in fact, all contrary opinions are alike worthless, 
because, by very reason of their opposition, they are all equally relative. “His own standpoint is 
a point where this and that, yes and no, seem still to be undistinguished. This point is the hinge 
of the universal law; it is the immobile centre of a circumference on whose contours all contin-
gencies, distinctions and individualities roll; whence one sees only one infinity which is neither 
this nor that, neither yes nor no. To see everything in as yet undifferentiated primordial unity, 
or from such a distance that all dissolves into one, is true intelligence. Let us not busy ourselves 
with distinguishing, but let us see everything in the unity of the law. Let us not argue in order 
to get the better, but let us use, towards others, the method of the monkey-trainer. This man 
said to the monkeys he was training: ‘I will give you three taros in the morning and four in the 
evening.’ But not one of the monkeys was satisfied. ‘So be it’, said he, ‘I will give you four in the 
morning and three in the evening.’ All the monkeys were satisfied. Thus not only did he satisfy 
them, but also he gave them only the seven taros a day which he had intended for them in the 
first place. Thus doth the sage; he saith Yes and No, for the sake of peace, and remaineth quiet 
at the centre of the Universal Wheel, indifferent as to the direction of its turning.”8 

We need scarcely say that the state of the perfect sage with all that it implies (on which 
we cannot dwell here) is not attainable all at once and that even degrees lower than it which 
are, as it were, so many preliminary stages, are only accessible at the cost of efforts which few 
men are capable of. Moreover the methods used to this end by Taoism are particularly diffi-
cult to follow and the help which they give is much more restricted than what is found in the 
traditional teachings of other civilizations, such as, for example, that of India; at any rate, they 
are almost impracticable for men belonging to races other than the one that they are specially 
adapted for. Even in China itself Taoism has never been very wide-spread, nor has it ever sought 
to be, having always abstained from propaganda; its very nature imposes this reserve on it; it is 
a very closed and essentially initiatory doctrine, which, as such, is only destined for an elect and 
which cannot concern everybody without discrimination, for not all are fit for understanding 
it and still less for “realizing” it. It is said that Laotzu committed his teaching to two disciples 

6 Ch’uang Tzu, ch. xxiv. 
7 Ibid., ch. xix. 
8 Ibid., ch. ii. 
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only, who themselves made ten others; after having written the Tao-Te-Ching, he disappeared 
towards the West; doubtless he took refuge in some almost inaccessible retreat in Tibet or the 
Himalayas and, says the historian Sse Ma Ch’ien, “No one knows how or where he finished his 
days.” 

The doctrine which is common to all and which all must study and put into practice ac-
cording to their capacity is Confucianism, which includes all that has to do with social relations, 
and is therefore quite sufficient for the needs of everyday life. However, as Taoism stands for 
the principial knowledge from which all the rest is derived, Confucianism is only an application 
of it to a contingent order, being thus by its very nature, subordinate to it; but this is something 
which the masses have not to bother themselves about and which they may not even suspect, 
since only the practical application comes within their intellectual scope, and in these masses 
we must here include the vast majority of Confucianist “litterati” as well. This actual separa-
tion between Taoism and Confucianism, that is, between the inner and the outer doctrines, is 
one of the great differences—those of form not being here taken into account—which exist 
between the Chinese and Indian civilizations; in the latter case, there is only one body of doc-
trine, namely Brahmanism, including at the same time the principle and all its applications; and 
from the lowest to the highest degrees there is as it were nowhere a break in the continuity. 
This difference can be accounted for in large part by the mental conditions of the two peoples; 
however, it is probable that the continuity, which has been maintained in India and doubtless 
in India only, did exist in former times in China, from the epoch of Fu-Hsi till that of Laotzu 
and Kungtzu. 

One sees now why Taoism is so little known to Westerners; it is not on the surface like 
Confucianism, whose influence is noticeable in all the circumstances of social life; it is the ex-
clusive heritage of an elect, perhaps fewer in number today than it has ever been which does 
not in any way seek to communicate to outsiders the doctrine whose guardian it is; lastly, its 
very standpoint, its mode of expression and its methods of teaching are as remote as possible 
from the outlook of the modern West. Some, while knowing of the existence of Taoism and 
admitting that it is still alive, imagine that because of its closed character its influence on the 
Chinese civilization is almost negligible, if not non-existent; this again is a grave mistake, and it 
remains for us now to explain, as far as possible, what is the truth of the matter. 

If we look back to the few texts which we have quoted in reference to “non-action”, we 
shall understand without too much difficulty, at least in principle, if not in all the modalities of 
its application, what the role of Taoism is; it is one of an invisible direction, dominating events 
instead of taking direct part in them and in this way it is all the more effective in dealing with 
outward movements for not having visibly shared in them. Taoism fulfills, as we have said, the 
function of the “motor immobilis”; it does not seek to meddle with action; in fact it is utterly 
unconcerned with it, in so far as it only sees in it a merely momentary and transitory modifica-
tion, an infinitesimal element of the “current of forms”, a point on the circumference of the 
cosmic wheel; it may rather be considered as the nave around which that wheel turns, the law 
by which its motion is regulated, without ever having purposely to interfere in it in any way. 
All that is involved in the revolutions of the wheel changes and passes; alone remains what, be-
ing united to the Principle, keeps invariably to the centre, immovable like the Principle itself; 
and the centre which nothing can effect in its undifferentiated unity, is the starting point of the 
indefinite multitude of modifications which go to make up universal manifestation. 

Since the perfect sage is the only being who has actually reached the centre, what we have 
just been saying, in all that it implies about this state and function only concerns the supreme 
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grade of the Taoist hierarchy; the other degrees are as it were intermediary between the centre 
and the outside world; and as the spokes of a wheel start from the nave, and join it to the cir-
cumference, so, without any discontinuity, they assure the transmission of the influence ema-
nating from the unchanging point where the “actionless activity” resides. The word influence, 
not action, is the correct one here; one might also speak of an “action of presence”; and even 
the lower degrees, though very distant from the fullness of “non-action”, nevertheless, partake 
of it in a certain way. Besides, the means by which this influence is communicated necessarily 
escapes those who only see the outside of things; they would be as unintelligible to the Western 
mind, and for the same reasons, as are the methods by which admittance is gained to the various 
degrees of the hierarchy. It would thus be quite useless to insist on what are called “temples 
without doors” and “colleges where no one teaches”, or on the constitution of organizations 
which have none of the characteristics of a “society” in the European sense of the word and 
which have no definite outward form and sometimes not even a name, yet which nevertheless 
make bonds between their members, at once the most effective and the most indissoluble that 
can exist; all this would mean nothing to the imagination of a Westerner, since nothing that he 
is familiar with can give him any real term for comparison. 

It is true that as it were on the fringe of Taoism there do exist organizations which seem 
less incomprehensible since they are engaged in the domain of action, though they are far more 
secret than all the Western associations which lay any claim, whether justified or not, to pos-
sessing such a character. These organizations have generally only a temporary existence; they are 
formed with a special end in view and they usually disappear without leaving any traces as soon 
as their mission has been accomplished. They are, in fact, only emanations of other higher and 
more permanent organizations from which they obtain their true guidance, even when their 
apparent leaders are entirely outside the Taoist hierarchy. Some of these which have played a 
considerable role in the fairly distant past have left memories in the mind of the people and 
these are expressed in legendary form; thus we have heard it narrated that formerly the masters 
of such and such a secret organization would take a handful of pins and throw them on the 
ground and that as many armed soldiers sprang up as there were pins. It is exactly the same 
story as Cadmus and the serpent’s teeth; and these stories which the common people are only 
wrong in taking literally, have a very real symbolic value under their ingenuous outside. 

It can even happen that in many cases the associations in question, or at least the most out-
ward of them, are in opposition or even fighting one against another; on this account superficial 
observers will be sure to object to what we have said and to conclude that in such conditions 
unity of guidance cannot exist. These persons will have forgotten only one thing and that is 
that the guidance in question is above the opposition which they point to and not in the realm 
where this opposition takes place and where alone it can have any weight. If we had to reply 
to such objections, we would merely quote the Taoist teaching of the equivalence of “yes” and 
“no” in the primordial indistinction; and as for putting this teaching into practice, we would 
refer them to the fable of the monkey-trainer. 

We think we have said enough to show that the real influence of Taoism can be extremely 
important, while always remaining hidden and invisible. It is not only in China that things of 
this sort exist, but they seem to be more constantly made use of there than anywhere else. 
Thus it is that those who have any knowledge of the part played by this traditional organiza-
tion are necessarily suspicious of appearances and extremely reserved in sizing up events such 
as those which are actually taking place in the Far East and which one too often judges as one 
might judge similar events in the Western world, thus putting them under a completely false 
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light: The Chinese civilization has weathered many other crises in the past and it has always 
finally found its balance again; in fact there is nothing to indicate that the present crisis is any 
more serious than preceding ones and, even admitting this, that would still be no reason for 
supposing that it must necessarily penetrate to that which is deepest and most essential in the 
tradition of the race and which a very small number of men would be enough to preserve intact 
in a period of trouble, because things of this kind do not rely on the brute force of the many. 
Confucianism, which only represents the outside of the tradition, might well disappear if social 
conditions so changed as to require the constitution of an entirely new form, but Taoism is be-
yond such contingencies. Let us not forget that the sage, according to the Taoist teachings which 
we have recorded, “remaineth at rest in the centre of the Cosmic Wheel” whatever may be 
the circumstances and that “even the upheaval of the universe would cause him no emotion”. 
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Book Reviews  
ENTERING THE PATH OF ENLIGHTENMENT.  
The Bodhicaryāvatāra of the Buddhist Poet Śāntideva.  

Translation with Guide by Marion L. Matics  
(Allen and Unwin. £4.50).  

Review by Whitall N. Perry.  

ŚĀNTIDEVA was a seventh century A.D. follower of Nagārjuna’s Mādhyamika (“Middle 
Way”) school of Mahayana Buddhism, and a guru in the succession of the famous Nālandā 
Buddhist university and monastery in Bihar, India. He is known for the Sanskrit work presented 
here, and for the Siksā-samuccaya, “A Compendium of Discipline”, which constitutes an ency-
clopaedic commentary on the former book. 

Bhikshu Sangharakshita in his A Survey of Buddhism calls Śāntideva “both Pater Ecstaticus 
and Pater Profundus” of the Mādhyamika. His Bodhicaryāvatāra conveys in Buddhist mode the 
mystical beauty of The Imitation of Christ and the Theologia Germanica, likewise the stoicism 
of Epictetus, the speculative profundity of the Consolatio Philosophiae, and the serene “fatal-
ism” of Ecclesiastes. The book is divided into ten chapters of verses whose message is translucid: 
“This Thought of Enlightenment has arisen within me I know not how,” says the author, “even 
as a gem might be gotten by a blind man from a dunghill; it is an elixir made to destroy death . 
. . an unfailing treasure . . . a supreme balm . . . a moon of thought arising to cool the fever of the 
world’s sin, a great sun driving away the gloom of the world’s ignorance” (tr. L. D. Barnett). The 
discovery of this priceless treasure necessitates by consequence a confession of sin and dedica-
tion of life hence-forth to the Three Jewels (the Buddha, the Dharma, the Sangha). To take the 
Thought of Enlightenment, one makes the Bodhisattva vow; and here it is interesting to observe 
that the aspiration to be an efficacious instrument of Cosmic Salvation for all creatures in all 
worlds contains implicitly the aspiration for plenary realization, since it is only from the stand-
point of the Void—Śūnyatā—or Supreme Center that all times and worlds can efficaciously be 
attained. Thus the sole truly pertinent distinction between Arhats, Pratyekabuddhas, and Bod-
hisattvas is one of spiritual vocation: the former two are drawn to Nirvana under its aspect of 
transcendence and unicity, whereas the last-named are drawn by its aspect of immanence and 
unity, in the sense of all-englobing totality. The next step—to resume the book’s argument—is 
the practice of vigilance against the passions, those blind urges which can destroy all that has 
been attained by the blessing of a birth in the human, central state. These passions are to be 
vanquished through control of the mind, and the cultivation of total awareness. This entails the 
austerity of perfect patience, whose complement is perfect strength in activity, zeal and combat. 
But the illusion of separativity and of “I-consciousness” is only to be eradicated through the per-
fection of contemplation that ponders existence in all its misery and effectuates the renunciation 
of one’s individual self for the Self of all—a demonstration accomplished by the author through 
the use of graphic imagery calculatedly repellent, wherein Śāntideva “dismembers” the whole 
aggregate of Māyā in a way to inspire revulsion for everything limitally mutable. This discipline 
is completed in the perfection of wisdom, where the demonstration is extended in an Eastern 
form of negative theology that discerns between the “Veiled Truth” and “Transcendent Real-
ity”. The tenth chapter concludes with a consummation formulated as a prayer that the merit 
derived from this work may redound to the happiness of all beings. 
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Until the appearance of the present volume, the only English rendering available has been 
the abridged translation by L. D. Barnett, The Path of Light, in the Wisdom of the East Series. 
This new edition is really two books:1 the thesis or “Guide” of Marion L. Matics (professor in 
the History and Philosophy of Religion at Columbia University and at Brooklyn College, and a 
lay member of the Lamaist Buddhist Monastery of America),—and the text of Śāntideva strug-
gling to make itself heard above a barrage of pedantry. For modern scholarship is too often the 
science of complicating the simple. Traditionally, to be a translator of sacred text meant the 
spiritual capacity to “carry across” the essence—a high function, as witnessed in the example of 
a Marpa. Yet barring this, it is nonetheless possible to turn out a competent translation (as Bar-
nett has done) without clouding it up with commentaries and speculations in domains where 
angels would fear to tread. 

Professor Matics maintains that in the Mādhyamika system of virtues (taking perfect pa-
tience as an example), “the ‘self’ cannot win, because he will be blamed, and he will be sent to 
hell, even for the injuries which others do to him, since it is he who has been the occasion for 
the inflicting of those injuries. . . . He deserves even more punishment when those who punish 
him are sent to hell.” Conversely, “the enemy is no enemy. He is the instrument of salvation. 
He is a Savior. . . . We are reminded of the church in Greece which is said to be dedicated to 
St. Judas, for the reason that if it had not been for the sin of Judas, the Devil never would have 
been defeated upon Calvary.”2 If this leaves the reader bewildered, he is informed further on 
that such niceties do not actually matter, since “there is neither existence nor nonexistence 
of beings”, and that in any case “Śāntideva is not really interested in the creation of an air-
tight philosophical system”. Samādhi is described as “a mental-emotional-psychic state of tran-
sic tranquillity”—if the reader can sort that one out ; and samāhita, samādhi, samāpatti, and 
ekāgra are all equated with “various forms of psychic experience”. “The aim of every technique 
of Dhyāna is to liberate the psychic faculties from disturbance.” This may be Quietism, but it 
is not Buddhism. What the author calls “the curious doctrine of the equality of the self and the 
other, and the transference of the self and the other” (which he designates by the complicated 
term “Self-anti-self”), far from being curious, is an essential factor in the mystical theology of 
all religions; and when Śāntideva says, “I will cease to live as self, and will take as my self my 
fellow-creatures”, he is only affirming what Philo, for example, teaches in his “there are two 
minds, that of all beings, and the individual mind: he that flees from his own mind flees for 
refuge to the mind of all in common”. 

After passing through the translator’s labyrinthine explanations of the non-reality of every-
thing that exists, the reader may end up wondering why the Buddha even bothered to teach a 
doctrine of suffering and the way of liberation from suffering. But Suzuki furnishes the meta-
physical thread out of this maze with his remark that the concept of the Void “does not deny 
the world of multiplicities . . . [only] they are understood in relation to what they are not”,— or 
as Coomaraswamy puts it: “their value is not realized except to the degree that they are seen 
sub specie aeternitatis”. Stated simply, the principle is that God (the Godhead, the Absolute, 
Śūnyatā, Parinirvāna) could not be everything if He (It) had “parts”. Hence Reality is no (par-
ticular) thing. This is the meaning of the seamless garment of Christ. God alone is—otherwise 

1 Or perhaps there is actually no book, if as Matics contends, there is “no creator. No primary matter. No duality. No soul. 
No self,”—adding in his Dedication to a wife nonexistent propter hoc, “no readers, books, nor point of view”. 
2 Without researching the sources of this outrage to Christianity and logic, it suffices to know that the only Judas venerated 
by the Church is Thaddeus. 
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dualism prevails. Reaching this position is what the alchemists designate as achieving “the death 
of the compound”. 

Concerning the translation itself, two examples are given below for comparison, from chap-
ter IV, verses 15 and 16, and chapter V, verses 27-29: 

BARNETT 
When shall I win that most rare boon, 

the coming of one of the Enlightened, 
faith, human birth, and fitness to labor in 
righteousness, a day of health with food 
and no vexations? Life is a brief instant, 
and plays us false; the body is like a thing 
held in precarious tenure. 

The thief Heedlessness, waiting to es-
cape the eye of remembrance, robs men of 
the righteousness they have gathered, and 
they come to an evil lot. The Passions, a 
band of robbers, seek a lodging, and when 
they have found it they rob us and destroy 
our good estate of life. Then let remem-
brance never withdraw from the portal of 
the spirit; and if it depart, let it be brought 
back by remembering the anguish of hell. 

MATICS 
When shall I obtain the arising of a 

Buddha, faith, humanity, and a condition 
suitable for the practice of righteous ac-
tions? These are requirements very hard to 
obtain! 

This day of health and its nourishment, 
the lack of danger and this momentary life, 
like a borrowed body, are a deception. 

Because of that thief, lack of aware-
ness, who pursues the theft of mindful-
ness, those whose accumulated merits 
have been stolen, come to an evil state. 

The passions (kleśas), a monastic 
brotherhood (sangha) of thieves, seek 
this incarnation (avatāra). Having seized 
this incarnation they rob and they destroy 
one’s happy state of life. 

Therefore, mindfulness (smrti) never 
should be withdrawn from the gateway 
of the mind (manas), but once gone, it 
should be restored by full recollection of 
the pain of hell. 

Where the original version is lacking, a translation has to be judged on the merits of its con-
textual credibility. The abridged rendering—apart from its greater lucidity—captures a spirit 
of compassion and “nostalgic” beauty that is consonant with the flavor of Buddhism; whereas 
the complete translation has the advantage of showing us integrally the searing methodological 
profundity of Śāntideva’s uncompromising spiritual philosophy,—although here again it is not 
at all sure that Matics has brought sufficient intelligibility to the crucial doctrinal consumma-
tion in the ninth chapter, the Perfection of Wisdom. 

Besides the Guide, which comprises roughly half the book, Entering the Path of Enlighten-
ment contains lengthy appendices consisting mostly of notes and references for both the Guide 
and the Bodhicaryāvatāra. What Matics euphemistically calls “cross-referencing” in his explan-
atory material is too frequently mere repetition, and the difficulty of handling this critical ap-
paratus is compounded by the omission of page headings to indicate which set of notes we are 
dealing with. Documentation of Buddhist doctrines is not lacking, however, for the discerning 
scholar who already has some orientation in the field; and the Glossary of Selected Terms—far 
from being superficial—is one of the more positive features of this work where potentialities 
mostly exceed performance. 
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Book Reviews  
SUFIS OF ANDULUSIA, THE RŪH AL-QUDS AND AL-DURAT AL-FĀKHIRAH.  

By IBN ‘ARABĪ.  
Translated with Introduction and notes by R. W. J. Austin, with a foreword by Martin Lings.  

(Allen and Unwin, £3.50).  

Review by Seyyed Hossein Nasr.  

THIS book is a welcomed addition to the as yet small but ever growing number of English 
works on Sufism which are at once authentic and traditional in perspective and at the same 
time scholarly and of an intellectual nature. It is also a sign of the ever increasing interest in 
the English speaking world in Sufism in general and the writings of Muhyī al-Dīn ibn ‘Arabī in 
particular. But despite this marked increase of interest and the realization of Ibn ‘Arabī’s impor-
tance, this is only the fourth work of the Andalusian master to be rendered into English, fol-
lowing the Tarjumān al-ashwāq translated by R. A. Nicholson nearly sixty years ago, the Risālat 
al-ahadiyyah translated by Archer from Malay nearly fifty years ago and the Sha’arat al-kawn 
translated by A. Jeffrey about a decade ago. Of course a rather free paraphrase of Ibn ‘Arabī’s 
Fusūs al-hikam by Khwājah Khan and excellent translations of sections of the same work by 
T. Izutsu in his masterly study on Ibn ‘Arabī might also be mentioned but these cannot be in-
cluded among complete or summary translations. They rather belong to the category of studies 
and analyses of the doctrines of al-Shaykh al-Akbar. It is, therefore, with much expectation 
that one turns to this new rendition of major portions of two of Ibn ‘Arabī’s books into English. 

Fortunately Dr. Austin has succeeded in fulfilling the expectations of both scholars and 
devotees of Sufism through an exact and rigorous scholarship combined with strict adherence 
to the traditional point of view which is of the greatest importance in any exposition of Sufi 
teachings. The book consists of the translation of the accounts of lives of seventy-one saints, 
from the Rūh al-quds and al-Durrat al fākhirah. The translation of the first work is based on 
the University of Istanbul Library MS. (79a, ff. 1-103) corrected by Ibn ‘Arabī himself and the 
second upon the sole existing example of the work (MS. Esad Effendi no. 1777, ff. 75-113b). 
Where the account of the life of the same saint has been given in both treatises but without 
repetition, the translator has included both versions. The result is a precious account of the 
life and sayings of a galaxy of saints and seers of the Western lands of Islam, some of whom are 
known throughout the length and breadth of the Islamic world and others of whom have been 
known only locally within their own community and spiritual order. 

The Rūh al-quds is already familiar to the Western world thanks to the translation of its 
biographical sections by M. Asin Palacios in his Vidas de Santones Andaluces and it has also been 
published several times in Arabic. But the Durrah has been unknown until now in both East 
and West. It seems to be the synopsis of a larger work Ibn ‘Arabī had composed earlier in life 
but which is apparently lost. The author has chosen only the biographical part’s of both works 
for translation, seeking, through this judicious selection, to cast light on an important phase 
of the life of Sufism in the Maghrib or the Western part of the Islamic world. The two works 
thus chosen complement each other in many ways and also share a common trait which is that 
they deal with the lives of Sufi saints in a manner that is less “hyperbolic” and “exaggerated” 
than what appears in many other Muslim hagiographies. Of course there is a reason for the 
hyperbolic language used by so many Muslim authors, as F. Schuon has shown in such masterly 
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fashion in his Logique et transcendence, but Ibn ‘Arabī seems to stand above this need and as a 
gnostic of a truly “pneumatic” type, is able to deal with his subject in a totally “detached” and 
“objective” manner, as these qualities are understood in their metaphysical and not current 
philosophical sense. In this respect also the present work is a precious addition to existing stud-
ies on Sufi literature revealing yet another aspect of this vast ocean of wisdom. 

The author has added a long and scholarly introduction to the books dealing with the life 
and works of Ibn ‘Arabī and the Sufi way. The chronological account of the life of Ibn ‘Arabī 
contained therein is the best in English and the analysis of the Sufi way is most trustworthy in 
that it issues forth from the Sufi point of view itself. A short bibliography, an index of Arabic 
terms and a general index adds to the value of the book. 

Despite all the care taken by the author there are a few errors, mostly typographical, which 
should be corrected in any future edition, although they are fortunately small enough not to 
blemish this wonderful work. Some of these are: p. 29 ft. nt. 1, Ka ‘abah should be Ka ‘bah; 
p. 43, 1. 17, Dakhā’ir should be Dhakhā’ir; p. 55, 1. 6, Lodging should be Longin1; p. 56, 1. 
26, barakah4 should be barakah6 and also the sixth ft. nt. is numbered 5 and the fifth has been 
dropped; p. 63, ft. nt. 4, himmah is translated as power of concentration whereas it is closer to 
spiritual will; p. 65 ft. nt. 4 Shuon should be Schuon. There are also several instances where in 
Arabic words the dash marking the long vowels have been misplaced or deleted but this fact 
seems unfortunately to have become inevitable these days and appears in nearly every book on 
Islam. 

More serious than these minor errors, due mostly to the editing and printing of the text, is 
the one shortcoming which in our view diminishes to a certain extent the artistic and literary 
value of the book and that is the avoidance of the “thou” form to render the Arabic anta and 
anti. We would be among the last persons to recommend a dead style of English which would 
make a work belonging to a living spiritual tradition appear as a dead letter and identified with 
the recent Victorian past which many would like to bury away as deeply as possible. But the 
“thou” form is not dead in English. On the contrary it represents an important possibility in 
the language which surely could be made use of when one is dealing with spiritual questions of 
the greatest import, questions which demand of any human language all of its possibilities and 
must of necessity make use of the full range of its genius. One wishes in several places in the 
book that the author had made use of this form, which would add much to his clear and sober 
translation. 

Despite this fact, however, Sufis of Andalusia must be considered as an important addition 
to Sufi literature in English for which Dr. Austin must be congratulated. The book has received 
further value through a short but very informative foreword by Dr. Martin Lings and a beauti-
ful geometric design on the cover which makes the form as well as the content of the book 
truly Islamic in character. We hope that Dr. Austin will continue to make other pearls of Sufi 
wisdom accessible in English to a public that seeks avidly but is only too often presented with 
false jewels instead of the real pearl. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Man’s best chance of finding God is where he left him. 
Meister Eckhart 
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