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Concerning Proofs of God
	
by
	

Frithjof Schuon
	

THE CLASSICAL PROOFS of God seem suspended between two extremes lying beyond their 
reach—one in an upward and the other in a downward direction, or one through its richness 
and the other its poverty—namely: direct intellection and materialistic rationalism; there is 
nonetheless a sufficiently ample area between these two positions to justify the existence of 
arguments that aim to set forth evidence for the divine Being in the language of logic. No doubt 
one can immediately accept the supernatural and have no need of such proofs, Deo juvante, 
but it shows a lack of sense of proportion and a certain temerity—hardly compatible with true 
certainty and rather uncharitable toward the needs of others—to look down upon these proofs 
as if they were valueless in themselves and could have no possible usefulness; such an attitude 
would in fact be strangely presumptuous, especially since a logical demonstration in favor of 
the Eternal and of our own final ends always offers some insight and “consolation”,1 even for 
those who already possess certainty through intellection or grace. Besides, a man’s spiritual be-
havior depends not only upon his conviction but also upon its perspicacity and depth. 

To be sure, one must not underestimate the possibility of a spontaneous intuition: if authen-
tic, it necessarily contains in an infused manner the certainty transmitted by the proofs of God 
or the supernatural; but under no circumstances is it acceptable for lukewarm people to claim 
that they are themselves de jure above syllogisms when there are so many who have lost their 
faith while imagining they could do without any sort of “scholasticism”. This shows that below 
a certain spiritual level—which it would be most imprudent to attribute to oneself a priori— 
one should beware, not exactly of intuitive faith as such, but of its seeming imperviousness to 
every test, for faith can be effective only insofar as it is sheltered de facto from temptations. 
Obviously doctrinal arguments do not constitute a complete safeguard for every intelligence or 
will, but this is not the question at issue, for neither do religions save those who reject them; 
what matters is that these arguments have their own value and constitute by their own nature 
a possible support, which is infallible from the intellectual or purely logical point of view; and 
pax hominibus bonae voluntatis. 

In order to clarify the function of metaphysical proof, it is necessary to begin with the idea 
that human intelligence coincides in its essence with certainty of the Absolute; if this does not 
appear self-evident to the majority of our contemporaries, it is because an awareness of “ac-
cidents” has stifled the intuitive awareness of “Substance”, and from this has come an intel-
ligence that is systematically superficial, fixed upon a fragmentary reality. If anyone objects that 
the innateness of metaphysical ideas—assuming this is admitted—does not prove the reality of 
the content of the ideas, we reply that such an opinion is equivalent to the destruction of the 
very notion of intelligence and that, were it true, our intelligence could never prove anything 
at all; to speak of intelligence is to speak of innateness, for innateness is at the root of every 
intellectual and mental operation: man is obviously incapable of “starting from zero” since zero 
is nonexistent. The optic nerve cannot be replaced with some external light, and with all the 
more reason one cannot have a substitute for the Self or God, from whom are derived the no-

Or some “reassurance” (itmiʾnān), as Muslims would say; Muslims in fact bestow a canonical importance on the 
proofs of God, and knowledge of them—in the opinion of some—is even obligatory. Thus Fudali declares, “One 
is a believer (muʾmin) only if one knows each of the fifty dogmas [nine of which concern the Prophet] with its 
particular proof”; this is an exaggeration, but not without its point. 
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tions inherent in the human spirit. 
It is in light of these axioms that one should approach the question of the proofs of God; 

such proofs, far from being apologetic aids alone, can serve as keys for restoring to intelligence 
its characteristic and integral nature. First of all, however, it is necessary to respond to a curious 
objection put forward by rationalists, even though it has already been mentioned elsewhere 
in this book. The objection is this: whoever asserts that “God exists” is under an obligation to 
prove it, whereas the skeptic is in no way obliged to prove the contrary since—so it seems— 
only he who makes an affirmation owes his critics a proof, while he who denies it is under 
no such obligation; the skeptic therefore has a right to reject the “existence” of God without 
being required in his turn to prove the “nonexistence” of God. Now this line of reasoning is 
completely arbitrary, and for the following reason: a man who finds himself unable to verify a 
statement undoubtedly has the right not to accept it as certain or probable, but he has by no 
means the logical right to reject it without providing valid reasons for doing so. It is not difficult 
to discover the basis of this objection: it starts with the preconceived notion that the affirmation 
of God is something “extraordinary” whereas the denial of God is “normal”; the skeptic obvi-
ously begins by thinking that the normal man is the atheist, and from this he deduces a kind of 
one-way jurisprudence. 

In the spiritual order a proof is of assistance only to the man who wishes to understand and 
who, because of this wish, has in some measure understood already; it is of no practical use to 
one who, deep in his heart, does not want to change his position and whose philosophy merely 
expresses this desire. Some people suppose that it is up to religion to prove itself in the face of 
the utmost ill will—that “religion is made for man”,2 that it must therefore adapt itself to his 
needs, and that through its failure to do so it has become “bankrupt”; one might as well say 
that the alphabet has become bankrupt in a class where the pupils are determined not to learn 
it; with this kind of “infralogic” one could declare that the law is made for honest people who 
are pleased to conform to it and that a new law is required for others, a law “adapted” to the 
needs of their maliciousness and “rejuvenated” in conformity with their propensity for crime. 

* * * 

To be able to accept the ontological proof of God, which deduces the existence of an objective 
reality from an innate concept corresponding to it, one must begin by understanding that truth 
does not depend on reasoning—obviously truth is not created by reason3—but that it reveals 
itself or becomes explicit thanks to the key provided by the mental operation; in every act 
of assent by the Intellect there is an element that escapes the thinking process rather as light 
and color elude the grasp of geometry, which can nonetheless symbolize them indirectly and 
remotely. There is no such thing as “pure proof”, for every proof presupposes knowledge of 
certain data; the ontological proof—formulated in particular by Saint Augustine and Saint An-
selm4—carries weight for the person who already has at his disposal some initial certainties, but 

2 Which is false if one does not immediately add that man is made for religion; the falsity is in the isolation of 
the proposition. Religion is made for man insofar as it must be accessible to him according to the measure of his 
goodwill—and not regardless of it since man is free—and man is made for religion insofar as it represents the suf-
ficient reason for human existence. 
3 “Only thought can produce that which has the right to be acknowledged as Being,” one of the pioneers of post-
Kantian totalitarian rationalism has dared to say.
	
4 Some of the Scholastic philosophers were too Aristotelian to accept the usefulness of the ontological proof; they 

thought that reason leads to a certainty that is in some way new rather than to Platonic “recollection”.
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it has no effect upon the willfully and systematically superficial mind. Such a mind no longer 
understands the profound nature of causality; it regards intelligence as proceeding not from the 
outward toward the inward but from the inward toward the outward, until it forgets the very 
reason understanding exists. 

As is well known, those who belittle the ontological argument claim that the existence of 
a notion does not necessarily involve the objective existence of the content of the notion; the 
answer to this is that it all depends on the nature of the notion in question, for what is plau-
sible in the case of a notion relating to a fact is by no means so in the case of a notion relating 
to a principle. Some will no doubt point out that Buddhism proves that the notion of God has 
nothing fundamental about it and that one can very well dispense with it in both metaphysics 
and spirituality; they would be right if Buddhists did not possess the idea of the Absolute or of 
transcendence, or of immanent Justice with its complement, Mercy; this is all that is needed to 
show that Buddhism, though it does not possess the word for God—or not our word—none-
theless possesses the reality itself. 

* * * 

The cosmological proof of God, which is found in Aristotle as well as in Plato5 and which con-
sists in inferring the existence of a transcendent, positive, and infinite Cause from the existence 
of the world,6 finds no greater favor in the eyes of those who deny the supernatural; according 
to them the notion of God merely compensates for our ignorance of causes; this is a gratuitous 
argument if ever there was one, for the cosmological proof implies a profound knowledge of 
causality and not a purely logical and abstract assumption. If we know what integral causality 
is—namely, the “vertical” and “descending” projection of a possibility through the various de-
grees of existence—then we can conceive the First Cause; otherwise we cannot. Here again we 
observe that the objection results from ignoring what is implicit: rationalists forget that at the 
level in question “proof” is a key or symbol, a means of drawing back a veil rather than of giv-
ing light; it is not by itself a leap out of ignorance and into knowledge. The principial argument 
“indicates” rather than “proves”; it cannot be anything more than a guideline or aide-mémoire, 
for it is impossible to prove the Absolute outside itself. If to “prove” means to know something 
only by virtue of a particular mental stratagem—without which one would necessarily remain 
in ignorance—then there are no possible “proofs of God”, and this explains moreover why one 
can do without them in symbolist and contemplative metaphysics. 

Divine causality may be said to have two dimensions, one relating to the static nature of 
things, the other to their destinies: God is at once the cause of perfections and the cause of their 
ultimate limit; He makes the sun shine but also causes it to set, both phenomena being proofs 
of God. 

This divine causality implies the homogeneity of the Universe, which brings us back to 
Substance, the divine fabric by virtue of which things are in God and God is in things with 
a kind of discontinuous continuity, if such a paradoxical ellipsis is permitted. This notion of 
Substance furnishes the key to eschatological mysteries such as the Last Judgment and the res-
urrection of the body: formal—hence both material and animic—Existence is like a desiccated 
substance that has become too compressed, and the final coming of God is comparable to rain, 

5 In Islam all the proofs of God—which, according to certain authorities, form a part of faith (imān)—are basi-
cally developments of the cosmological argument.
	
6 When the word “exist” is applied either explicitly or implicitly to the divine Principle, it has only a provisional 

logical function and means “to be real”.
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which causes seeds to germinate;7 Essence turns back toward form, Substance toward accident, 
the Center toward the periphery, Life toward death; the Inward vivifies the outward and resur-
rects the kernels of which we are composed—products on the one hand of creation but also, 
secondarily, of our own attitudes and actions. To speak in a metaphysically more adequate 
manner—although in terms further removed from the terrestrial aspect of things—it could be 
said that the outward flows back toward the Inward:8 Ātmā “breathes”, creation is renewed and 
expands, the divine proximity causes bodies to be reborn and gives them the forms that belong 
to them according to the measures of heaven, universal desiccation calling down the “blessed 
rain”; there can be no resurrection “unless a corn of wheat die”. All the seemingly senseless 
enigmas of the traditional eschatologies are explained in part—for nothing of this order ever 
gives up its whole secret—by the homogeneity of Substance, the divine Māyā or Prakriti, and 
by the rhythms proper to it, rhythms prefigured in the very nature of the relationship between 
the Principle and its manifestation. Human standards are shattered; divine standards endure. 

According to the Koran all natural processes, such as the growth of creatures or the alterna-
tion of day and night, are “signs” or proofs of God “for those endowed with understanding”; 
the cosmological proof is combined with the teleological proof, which is founded not simply 
upon the existence of things but upon the inward order of creation, hence upon the immanent 
forethought governing it. 

* * * 

No proof can be founded on a void: those who dismiss the teleological proof of Socrates—and 
the moral proof related to it—should begin by finding out what universal harmony really im-
plies and what human virtue is in its deepest meaning; since they know nothing of this,9 wheth-
er from a lack of doctrinal knowledge or a lack of intellectual intuition, the proofs founded 
upon universal order and the virtues remain inaccessible to them; this ignorance is no excuse, 
however, since it springs from a willful perversion of the spirit. Skepticism and bitterness have 
nothing spontaneous about them; they are the result of a supersaturated and deviant civiliza-
tion—of a “culture” that sets itself up as “art for art’s sake”—and they therefore presuppose a 
whole jungle of detours between man and the Real. 

The teleological proof of God is supported, for example, by the extraordinary combination 
of conditions that make life on earth possible; another demonstration results from the biological 
homogeneity of the organic world and the equilibrium between species, an equilibrium derived 
from this homogeneity precisely. And this leads us to the Hindu myth of the primordial sacri-
fice of Purusha: all living beings issue from the sacrificed members of the celestial and “prema-
terial” body, and from this arises both the differences between creatures and the equilibrium 
of creation. Purusha contains all possibilities: luminous and dark, fiery and cold, violent and 
peaceful; from these comes the opposition between certain species in the world, an opposi-
tion—between carnivores and ruminants, for example—corresponding nonetheless to a bio-
logical equilibrium, which cannot be explained apart from the existence of an underlying unity. 

7 On this subject the Koran says: “And We send down from the sky blessed water whereby We give growth unto 
gardens and the grain of harvest. . . . And We give life thereby to a land that is dead; so will be the resurrection” 
(Sūrah Qâf, 9, 11). 
8 “We will bring them together,” says the Koran, or “to Us is the returning”, which indicates the flowing back of 
the periphery toward the Center.
	
9 As is proved ad nauseam by the “pessimism”—or “dysteleology”—of Schopenhauer, Haeckel, and the existen-
tialists.
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Man can upset this balance—at least abnormally—and he does this by means of his machines 
and serums, in short by all those inroads into nature that come about through the acquisitions 
and misdeeds of modern civilization; this does not prove that the teleological proofs lack valid-
ity but on the contrary that man has something of the divine about him, and this something— 
which in the preceding example is manifested in an evil form—shows that man is in reality an 
“exceptional” being, that his position is central because he is situated beneath the divine axis, 
and that his final end can therefore be found only beyond the material world. Man is made for 
what he is able to conceive; the very ideas of absoluteness and transcendence prove both his 
spiritual nature and the supra-terrestrial character of his destiny. 

The teleological proof does not save believers who are not metaphysically minded from 
the difficulty posed for them by an awareness of the sufferings of this world: the weakness is 
not in the proof, which is perfect in its order and which no believer can take exception to; it 
is rooted instead in a superficiality of understanding, which is all too often the result of simple 
negligence or mental laziness. Some believers appeal to mystery and claim that our reason is 
inadequate to explain the imperfections present in creation, but this is entirely without jus-
tification, for in fact there is nothing incomprehensible or ineffable here; the fissures of the 
world cannot but exist since the world is not God and since this difference or distance cannot 
fail to be manifested in varying degrees in the very flesh of creation; even Paradise could not 
be without the serpent. Atheistic rationalists respond to the religious argument based on the 
insufficiency of reason by saying that if this were true it would simply prove that our reason is 
also absurd since it falls short of its goal. Setting aside the fact that ratio, if truly inspired, can 
reach much further than some theologians suppose, it is nevertheless not its aim to storm the 
true mysteries, so that the rationalist objection in any case misses the mark, reason having no 
more than a provisional function, at least as far as the supernatural is concerned; it is in any case 
far from being the whole of intelligence. Marked as he is by the fall, man needs to proceed in a 
somewhat roundabout way in order to activate intellectual “recollection”; to be more precise, 
he must exteriorize for the sake of interiorization: to become wholly what it is or to become 
aware of its innate content, intelligence has to make detours through more outward modalities. 

The teleological proof also embraces the “aesthetic” proof—in the profoundest sense of the 
term. In this form it is perhaps even less accessible than in its cosmological or moral forms, for 
to be sensitive to the metaphysical transparency of beauty, to the radiation of forms and sounds, 
is to possess already—as did Rumi and Ramakrishna—a visual and auditive intuition capable of 
ascending through phenomena to the essences and eternal melodies. 

In the context of this particular aspect of the teleological proof, let us note that the mod-
ern world has been unique among civilizations in creating—on the foundations of Greece!—a 
world in which ugliness and triviality are the order of the day and are shamelessly put forward 
as the “genuine” and “real”; beauty and outward dignity are consigned to the sphere of dreams, 
luxuries, and playthings, whence the reproach associated with the words “poetic”, “pictur-
esque”, “romantic”, and “exotic”. There is no such thing as chance, and the significance of 
this strange phenomenon is that it eliminates a natural argument in favor of God while at the 
same time eliminating the human capacity to be responsive to the argument. We would note 
in this connection the sharp distinction that is made between the “romantic” side of traditional 
civilizations and their “real” side, namely their misery; we would not dream of denying that 
such misery exists—it is in any case impossible that it should not—but to attribute “reality” 
to it, and to it alone, is quite simply diabolical. The devil indeed sees creation in a shattered or 
distorting mirror, and he always reduces the essential, which is the symbol and which has the 
quality of beauty, to the level of some accidental infirmity; for him man is the body under its 
aspect of misery, and the world is impure, cruel, and absurd; beyond that there is nothing else: 

7 



                

                

 

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #1 (Winter 1973)
	

proportions and compensations do not count, nothing has any sense in it, everything is a kind 
of senseless play of chance, and only those who believe this to be true are accounted intelli-
gent and honest. This way of seeing and feeling things is totally opposed to the nobility of soul 
presupposed by the teleological argument, which shows once again that every proof calls for a 
subjective qualification, not of an exceptional kind but simply normal according to the criteria 
of Heaven. 

* * * 

There remains the experimental or mystical proof of God. While one must admit that from a 
strictly logical standpoint and in the absence of doctrine it proves nothing to anyone who has 
not undergone the unitive experience, there is nonetheless no justification for concluding that 
it must be false simply because it is incommunicable; this was the error of Kant, who went so 
far as to give the name “theurgy” to what is simply a direct experience of the divine Substance. 
The mystical proof of the Divinity belongs to the order of extrinsic arguments and carries all 
the weight of these arguments: for the unanimous witness of the sages and saints—throughout 
the world and down the ages—is a sign or criterion that no man of good faith can belittle, unless 
he chooses to think that the human species has neither intelligence nor dignity; and if this were 
so, if truth had never been within its grasp, then it could not hope to discover truth in extremis. 
The idea of the absurdity of both the world and man, supposing it true, would remain forever 
inaccessible to us; if modern man is so intelligent, ancient man cannot have been so stupid. 
Much more is implied in this modest reflection than perhaps appears at first sight. 

Before setting the mystical or experimental proof aside as unacceptable, one should there-
fore not forget to ask what kind of men have invoked it; there is no comparison between the 
intellectual and moral worth of the greatest of the contemplatives and the absurdity that their 
illusion would imply were it nothing but that. If we have to choose between some Encyclo-
pedist and Jesus, it is Jesus whom we choose; of course we would also choose some infinitely 
lesser figure, but we cannot fail to choose the side on which Jesus is found. 

In connection with the mystical proof and in view of the assurance displayed by those who 
deny the supernatural—and who deny that others, whose principles of certainty completely 
elude them, have any right to a similar assurance—let us emphasize the following: the fact 
that a contemplative may find it impossible to furnish proof of his knowledge no more proves 
the nonexistence of the knowledge than the spiritual unawareness of the rationalist annuls the 
falseness of his denials; as we have already remarked, the fact that a madman does not know he 
is mad obviously does not prove he is not so, just as the fact that a man of sound mind cannot 
prove his sanity to madmen in no way proves his mind to be unsound; these are practically 
truisms, but their significance is too often missed by philosophers—as well as by men without 
their pretensions. 

It has been claimed that a prophet has no possible proof of the authenticity and truth of the 
revelations he receives; this merely shows an ignorance of the criteria that the gift of prophecy 
itself implies, and it amounts in practice to saying that no proof of anything is possible since 
every argument can be invalidated verbally by some sort of sophistry. Those who maintain that 
nothing can confer absolute certainty on a celestial Messenger nonetheless do not require proof 
of their own conviction that they are not dreaming when they are awake and when their own 
interests are at stake; it is obviously possible to say in theory that—strictly speaking—no such 
proof exists, but it is impossible to deny that the conviction exists and that no one ever ques-
tions it in his own case. 

* * * 
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Modern science denies in practice or in principle all that is really fundamental, and thus it 
rejects the “one thing needful”;10 it is therefore like a planimetry, having no notion of other 
directions; it shuts itself up entirely in physical reality—or unreality—and there it accumulates 
an enormous mass of information while at the same time committing itself to ever more com-
plicated conjectures. Beginning with the illusion that nature will eventually yield its ultimate 
secret and allow itself to be reduced to a mathematical formula, this Promethean science re-
peatedly collides with enigmas that invalidate its postulates and appear as unforeseen fissures 
in its laboriously erected system; these fissures get plastered over with fresh hypotheses, and 
the vicious circle continues unchecked—together with the threats one knows too well. Some 
of its hypotheses, such as the theory of evolution, actually become dogmas because of their 
usefulness or at least plausibility—a usefulness that is not only scientific but also philosophical 
or even political, according to the circumstances. 

In reality, evolutionism—to stress this point once again—is a pale imitation of the tra-
ditional theory of emanation;11 it consists on the one hand in denying the periphery-center 
relationship, hence the very existence of the emanationist Center, which is the source of the 
radii leading to it, and on the other hand in attempting to situate every hierarchical relation-
ship along the curve that describes the periphery: instead of proceeding upward—starting from 
the corporeal level, passing through the animic sphere, and then mounting toward realities 
at first supra-formal and finally principial or metacosmic—an evolving hierarchy is imagined, 
advancing from matter, through vegetable and animal life, to human consciousness, which is 
itself considered a kind of transitory accident. With a thoughtlessness that is infinitely culpable 
when they call themselves “believers”, some people imagine a superman who is destined to 
take man’s place and who would therefore render Christ’s humanity of no account;12 moreover 
a certain “genius” imagines something which he is not ashamed to call “God” but which is 
no more than a pseudo-absolute decked out in a pseudo-transcendence, coming at the end of 
the evolutionist and progressivist chain; for the Eternal will always be Alpha and has always 
been Omega. Emanating from the Center and thus from on High—in a manner that is at once 
continuous and discontinuous—creatures are crystallized in the corporeal zone; they do not 
“evolve” by coming from matter, hence from the periphery and from below; at the same time, 
however—and beyond the reach of our human point of view—they are all “contained” in God 
and do not really come forth from Him; the whole play of relationships between God and the 
world is but a monologue of relativity. 

The mystical proof of God is always in some degree a participation in the profound nature 
of things, and it therefore excludes and discredits all speculations that tend to falsify the image 
of the Real in us and that falsely transfer the divine Ideas of the Immutable onto the plane of be-
coming. Modern men want to conquer space, but the least of contemplative states, or the least 

10 Scientistic atheism is affirmed indirectly by the postulate of empty space and thus of discontinuity, though this 
cannot be maintained with complete consistency. Now to deny plenitude and continuity, including rhythm and 
necessity—and thus the providential element—is to deny universal Substance, together with all its implications of 
homogeneity and transcendence. 
11 This must not of course be confused with the emanationist heresy, which has nothing metaphysical about it 
and which reduces the Principle to the level of manifestation or Substance to the level of accidents. 
12 For God manifests Himself directly only in a support which marks by its very nature the presence of the Ab-
solute in relativity and which for this reason is “relatively absolute”. This “relative absoluteness” is the sufficient 
reason for the possibility homo sapiens. Man could disappear if God wished, but he could not change into another 
species; the Platonic ideas are precise possibilities and not just swirls of fog: each possibility is what it is and what 
it ought to be. 
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of intellections bearing on metaphysical realities, carries us to heights from which the nebula of 
Andromeda appears scarcely more than a terrestrial accident. 

* * * 

These considerations permit us to underline certain points that have already been touched on. 
Promethean minds believe themselves to be creatures of chance, moving freely in a vacuum 
and capable of “self-creation”, all within the framework of an existence devoid of meaning; it 
seems to them that the world is absurd, but no one notices—and this is typical—the absurdity 
of admitting the appearance within an absurd world of a being regarded as capable of notic-
ing the absurdity. Modern men are fundamentally ignorant of what the most childish of cat-
echisms reveals—doubtless in a pictorial and sentimental language, and yet a language entirely 
adequate for its purpose—namely, that we are inwardly connected to a Substance that is Being, 
Consciousness, and Life, of which we are contingent and transitory modalities; these men are 
therefore unaware of being involved in a titanic drama in comparison with which this world, so 
seemingly solid, is as tenuous as a spider’s web. Invisible and underlying Existence is concrete 
and not abstract: it “sleeps” and “awakes”; it “breathes” and can make worlds collapse; space, 
time, man—these are no more than minute fragments of a Being and a Movement that escape 
all our measurements and all we can imagine. The divine Substance cannot have the limiting 
properties of matter or those of an animic fluid: its homogeneity implies a transcending discon-
tinuity, the traces of which are indeed apparent both around and within us—the body is not 
its life, and life is not intelligence—but which we cannot adequately grasp with our terrestrial 
categories. 

Thus the great misconception is to believe that the basis of our existence is space and that 
the causes of our individual and collective destinies are somehow contained within it, where-
as in reality this basis—at once immutable and in movement, depending on the relationship 
considered—is situated in a “supra-space”, which we can perceive only through the Heart-
Intellect and about which those explosions of total Consciousness, the Revelations, speak to 
us symbolically; the error is to believe that the causes determining human history or carrying it 
to its conclusion belong to the same order as our matter or “natural laws”, whereas in fact the 
whole visible cosmos is resting upon an invisible volcano, though also—at a deeper ontologi-
cal level—upon a formless ocean of bliss. Men imagine that the earth, mountains, bodies can 
be destroyed only by forces operating on their own level, by masses or energies belonging to 
our physical universe; what they do not see, however, is that this world, which is so compact 
in appearance, can collapse ab intra, that matter can flow back “toward the inward” through 
transmutation, and that the whole of space can shrink like a balloon suddenly emptied of air. 
They do not see that fragility and impermanence not only affect things within a space naively 
supposed to be stable; they also affect existence itself with all its categories. Human nature 
consists precisely in being able to escape in our innermost core and “unchanging Center” from 
the breaking apart of a macrocosm that has become too solid and in becoming reintegrated in 
the Immutable, whence we came; what proves this possibility is our capacity to conceive this 
Immutability, but it is proved as well, in a concordant manner, by the fact—at once unique and 
multiple—of Revelation. 

* * * 

To be shocked by the anthropomorphic character of the Biblical God is logically equivalent to 

being surprised by the very existence of man, for the Reality we call “God” necessarily assumes 
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a human character on contact with the human being, though of course this cannot be taken to 
imply it is human in its own aseity.13 The source of our knowledge of God is at once the Intel-
lect and Revelation: in principle the Intellect knows everything because all possible knowledge 
is inscribed in its very substance, and it contains absolute certainty because its knowledge is 
a “being”—or a participation in being—and not merely a “seeing”; but in fact man is a fallen 
being, who has lost access to his own transpersonal kernel, so that nothing remains to him but 
the faint light that is reason and, beyond this altogether indirect and discursive mode of intel-
ligence, an intuition of the Intellect that is purely virtual and fragmentary; if an infant were left 
to grow up among wild animals, his knowledge of God would be no greater than his knowledge 
of language, which proves that man cannot draw everything out of himself, at least not under 
ordinary conditions. It is Revelation that confers spiritual knowledge at different levels, trans-
mitting to some men truths of which they were unaware and awakening in others—by this 
means—an Intellection that had hitherto remained latent; the most decisive truths concerning 
our existence—truths referring to the invisible Reality that determines us and to the destinies 
that await us post mortem—are not simply imposed upon us from without; they slumber within 
us, and with a self-evidence that is at once adamantine and dazzlingly brilliant, they form a part 
of our very being. 

For primordial man Revelation and Intellection coincided: contingency was still transparent 
so that there were as yet neither “points of view” nor “perspectives”; whereas in later times 
Revelation is multiple because—geometrically speaking—the circumference implies many ra-
dii, the “point of view” of primordial man corresponded to the entire circle; the center was 
everywhere. In the same way the unavoidably limiting aspect of expressions, forms, or symbols 
did not yet imprison minds; there was therefore no place for a diversity of forms, each express-
ing the same Truth in the name of the impersonal Self while excluding each other in the name 
of this or that particular manifestation of the personal God. Now that these diverse manifes-
tations exist, what matters is knowing that intrinsically they speak in an absolute mode since 
it is the Absolute which is speaking, but that extrinsically they are clothed in the language of 
a particular mental coloring and a particular system of contingencies since they are addressed 
to man; now the man to whom they are addressed in this manner is already cut off from the 
inward Revelation that is direct and “supernaturally natural” intellection. 

* * * 

Of quite a different order from the intellectual proofs of God and the beyond is a type of 
proof that is purely phenomenal, namely miracles: contrary to what most people suppose, the 
conviction brought about by miracles—which are not in the least opposed to reason—is quite 
unlike that of a physical effect that may prove a given cause, for in this case the certainty of-
fered would be only an approximation since miraculous causation is unverifiable;14 moreover 
this is the objection most commonly raised against the conviction in question, setting aside the 

13 If the Scriptures describe creation—as they do—in a simple, synthetic, and pictorial language and not in the 
style of a scientific analysis, this does not mean that they are mistaken, but rather that we have no need of anything 
else on this level. All Promethean and profane science, even though neutral in principle as a source of exact infor-
mation, is in fact harmful as far as its human effects are concerned, and this was the real significance of the trial of 
Galileo, which was the trial by anticipation of scientific euphoria, the machine, and the atom bomb. The theories 
of astronomy matter little themselves, but the fruit of the forbidden tree poisons humanity de facto. 
14 There are magical phenomena that have every appearance of being miracles but without of course having any 
connection with miraculous causality. 
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habitual denial of the phenomenon as such. What a miracle seeks to produce—and what it does 
produce—is the rending of a veil; far from discussing things in the abstract, it operates like a 
surgical intervention, which removes an obstacle in a concrete way. A miracle breaks down the 
wall separating outward and fallible consciousness from inward and infallible consciousness, 
which is omniscient and blissful; by means of a “therapeutic shock” it frees the soul from its 
shell of ignorance. It would amount to nothing, however, if it sought to convince merely by a 
demonstration of phenomena, for then—as we have seen—many doubts would be permissible 
as to the level and significance of the prodigy. 

Given the supernatural on the one hand and the natural on the other, the miraculous phe-
nomenon cannot help but exist; in any case the supernatural is not the contra-natural but rather 
what is “natural” on a universal scale. If the divine Principle is transcendent in relation to the 
world while at the same time embracing it within its unique substance, then miracles must 
occur; the celestial must sometimes break through into the terrestrial, and the center must ap-
pear like a flash of lightning on the periphery; to take an example from the physical realm, inert 
matter is of little worth, but gold and diamonds cannot fail to appear within it. Metaphysically 
a miracle is a possibility that must necessarily be manifested as such in view of the hierarchical 
structure of the total Universe. 

This brings us back to the teleological argument: harmony or beauty—whether inward or 
outward—possesses something that produces conviction ab intra and results in deliverance; 
like a miracle, beauty possesses this alchemical and liberating capacity only when it is linked 
with truth and the sacred and only for those who are called to understand this language, which 
may truly be described as angelic. The Avatāra does not convince by his words and marvels 
alone; he also transmits certainty by the visible harmony of his whole being, which allows us to 
glimpse the shores of the Infinite and revives our deepest yearnings while at the same time sat-
isfying them; it is a superhuman harmony, one perpetuated in sacred art and having the power, 
without resorting to demonstrations, to seize souls at their center by penetrating the carapace 
that separates them from Heaven and makes them strangers to themselves. 
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Al-Faqr1
	
by
	

René Guénon
	

THE CONTINGENT BEING may be defined as one that is not self-sufficient, not containing 
in himself the point of his existence; it follows that such a being is nothing by himself and he 
owns nothing of what goes to make him up. Such is the case of the human being in so far as he 
is individual, just as it is the case of all manifested2 beings, in whatever state they may be for, 
however great the difference may be between the degrees of Universal Existence, it is always as 
nothing in relation to the Principle. These beings, human or others, are therefore, in all that they 
are, in a state of complete dependence with regard to the Principle “apart from which there 
is nothing, absolutely nothing that exists”;3 it is the consciousness of this dependence which 
makes what several traditions call “spiritual poverty”. At the same time, for the being who has 
acquired this consciousness, it has, as its immediate consequence, detachment with regard to all 
manifested things, for the being knows from then on that these things, like himself, are noth-
ing, and that they have no importance whatsoever compared with the absolute Reality. This 
detachment implies essentially and above all, in the case of the human being, indifference with 
regard to the fruits of action as is taught particularly in the Bhagavad-Gita, and which enables 
the being to escape from the unending chain of consequence which follows this action; it is “ac-
tion without desire” (nishkâma karma), while “action with desire” (sakama karma), is action 
carried out in view of its fruits. 

By this means the being transcends multiplicity; he escapes, according to the expressions 
used by the Taoist doctrine, from the vicissitudes of the “current of forms”, from the alterna-
tion of the states of “life” and of “death”, of “condensation” and “dissipation”,4 passing from the 
circumference of the “cosmic wheel” to its centre and which is itself termed “the emptiness” 
(the unmanifested) which unites the spokes and makes them into a wheel.5 “He who has at-
tained to the greatest possible emptiness”, also said Lao-Tseu, “will be firmly fixed in repose . . . 
Returning to one’s root (that is, to the Principle, which is both primary origin and final end of all 
the beings, Alpha and Omega) means entering into the state of repose”.6 “Peace in emptiness”, 
said Lao-Tseu, “is an indefinable state; it is neither taken nor given; one comes to be established 
in it”7. This “peace in emptiness” is the “great peace” (as-sakinah) of Islamic esoterism,8 which 
is at the same time the “divine presence” at the centre of the being, implied by his union with 
the Principle, which cannot actually be brought about except in this very centre. 

“All the beings manifest themselves to him who remains in the unmanifested. Being united 
with the Principle, he is therefore in harmony with all the beings. Being united with the Prin-

1  The French original was published in Le Voile d’Isis, 1930.
	
2 That is, the beings of the different states of Manifestation or Existence or, in other words, of what is represented 

by “the waters” as a whole, including both the “upper waters” or superhuman states, and the “lower waters” or 

human and sub-human states.
	
3  ‘Abd Allâh al-Balyani, Risalat al-Ahadiyyah.
	
4 Aristotle, in the same sense, said “generation” and “corruption”.
	
5 Tao-Te-King, XI.
	
6 Tao-Te-King, XVI.
	
7  Lie-Tseu. ch. 1.
	
8  See The Symbolism of the Cross, ch. VIII.
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ciple, he knows everything through the general higher causes, and therefore no longer uses his 
different senses for the sake of particular and detailed knowledge. The true cause of things is 
invisible and cannot be grasped defined or determined. It can be attained in deep contemplation 
by him who is re-established in the state of perfect simplicity, and by no one else”.9 “Simplic-
ity” meaning the unification of all the being’s powers, is a feature of the return to the “primor-
dial state” ; and here is seen the whole difference that separates the transcendent knowledge of 
the sage from ordinary and “profane” knowledge. This “simplicity” is also what is called else-
where the state of “childhood” (in Sanskrit balya), to be understood of course in the spiritual 
sense, and this “childhood” is considered in the Hindu doctrine as an indispensable condition 
for attaining to true knowledge. 

This recalls the corresponding words in the Gospels; “Whosoever shall not receive the King-
dom of God as a little child shall in no wise enter therein”10, “Thou hast hid these things from 
the wise and prudent and hast revealed them unto babes.11 “Simplicity” and “smallness” are 
here equivalents, in reality, of the “poverty” which is so often mentioned also in the Gospels, 
and which is generally very much misunderstood: “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the 
Kingdom of Heaven”.12 This “poverty” (in Arabic al faqr) leads, according to Islamic esoterism, 
to al-fana, that is, to the extinction of the “ego”;13 and, by this “extinction” the “divine station” 
is reached (al-mâqam al-ilâhī), which is the central point where all the distinctions inherent in 
the more outward points of view are surpassed and where all the oppositions have disappeared 
and are resolved in a perfect equilibrium. “In the primordial state, these oppositions did not 
exist. They all spring from the diversification of the beings (inherent in manifestation and, like 
it, contingent), and from their contacts caused by the Universal giration (that is by the rotation 
of the “cosmic wheel” around its axis). They cease then and there to affect the being that has 
reduced its distinct ego and its particular movement to almost nothing.”14 This reduction of 
the “distinct ego”, which finally disappears by being reabsorbed into a single point, is the same 
thing as al-Fana, and also as the”emptiness” mentioned above; moreover, it is clear, according 
to the symbolism of the wheel, that the “movement” of a being becomes more reduced the 
nearer this being is to the centre. “This being no longer comes into conflict with any being be-
cause he is established in the infinite, effaced in the indefinite.15 He has arrived and remains at 
the starting-point of the transformations, which is a neutral point where there are no conflicts. 
By concentrating his nature, by feeding his vital spirit, by gathering together all his powers, he 
is united to the principle of all the births. His nature being whole (synthetically fulfilled in the 
principial unity), his vital spirit being intact, no being can harm him”.16 

The “simplicity” referred to above corresponds to the unity “without dimensions” of the 

9  Lie-Tseu. ch. IV.
	
10  St. Luke, XVIII. 17
	
11  St. Matthew, XI. 25; St. Luke, X. 21.
	
12  St. Matthew, V. 2.
	
13 This “extinction” is not without analogy, even as to the literal meaning of the term which is used for it, with 

the Nirvana of the Hindu doctrine; beyond al fana’ there is fana’ al fand’ the extinction of the extinction, which 

corresponds similarly to Parinirvàna.
	
14  Choang-Tseu, ch. XIX.
	
15  The first of these two expressions refers to the “personality” and the second to the “individuality”.
	
16 Ibid. The last phrase refers again to the conditions of the “primordial state”; This is what the Judaeo-Christian 

tradition describes as the immortality of man before the “fall”, which immortality is recovered by those who, hav-
ing returned to the “Centre of the World”, eat of the “Tree of Life”.
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primordial point, which marks the end of the movement back to the origin. “The man who is 
absolutely simple sways by his simplicity all beings, so effectively that nothing sets itself against 
him in the six regions of space, nothing is hostile to him, and fire and water do not injure him”17 

In fact, he remains at the centre, which the six directions have issued from by radiation, and 
where, in the movement that takes them back, they come to be neutralized two by two, so 
that, in this single point, their threefold opposition ceases entirely, and nothing that results 
from them or that is situated in them can reach the being who dwells in immutable unity. 
Through his not setting himself against anything, nothing can set itself against him, for opposi-
tion is necessarily a reciprocal relation, which calls for the presence of two terms, and which is 
therefore incompatible with principial unity; and hostility which is only a result or an outward 
manifestation of opposition, cannot exist in connection with a being that is outside and beyond 
all opposition. Fire and water, which are the type of opposites in the “elemental world”, cannot 
injure him, for, in actual truth, they no longer even exist for him as opposites, having returned, 
by balancing and neutralizing each other through the reunion of their qualities, which, though 
apparently opposed to one another, are really complementary, into the indifferentiation of 
primordial ether. 

This central point, through which there is, for the human being, communication with the 
higher or “celestial” states, is also the “narrow gate” of the Gospel symbolism and from what 
has gone before it will be easily understood who are the “rich” who cannot pass beyond it; they 
are the beings who are attached to multiplicity, and who are therefore incapable of rising from 
distinctive knowledge to unified knowledge. This attachment, in fact, is the exact opposite of 
the detachment mentioned above, just as wealth is the opposite of poverty, and it involves the 
being in the indefinite series of the cycles of manifestation.18 The attachment to multiplicity is 
also, in a certain sense, the Biblical “temptation”, which, by making the being taste the fruit of 
the “Tree of Knowledge of Good and Evil”, moves him away from the original central unity 
and stops him from reaching the “Tree of Life”; and it is just by that, in fact, that the being is 
subjected to the alternation of the cyclic changes, that is, to birth and death. The seemingly 
endless path of multiplicity is depicted exactly by the coils of the serpent winding round the 
tree that symbolises the “Axis of the World”; it is the path of “those who are led astray (ad-
dâllin), of those who are in “error” in the etymological sense of this word, as opposed to the 
“straight path” (as-sirât al-mustaqim), in vertical ascension along the axis itself, the path that is 
spoken of in the first Surat of the Qoran.19 

“Poverty”, “simplicity” and “childhood”, are no more than one same thing, and the process 
of being stripped which all these words express20 culminates in an “extinction” which is, in 
reality, the fullness of the being, just as “inaction” (wou-wei) is the fullness of activity, because 
it is from it that all the particular activities are derived; “The Principle is always inactive, and 
yet everything is done by it”.21 

The being who has reached in this way the central point, has realized, by this very means, 

17  Lie-Tseu, ch. II. 
18 It is the Buddhist Samsara, the indefinite rotation of the “wheel of life” which the being must be freed from in 

order to attain to Nirvana.
	
19 This “straight path” is identical with the Te or “Rectitude” of Lao-Tseu, which is the direction to be followed 

by a being in order that his existence may be in accordance with the “way” (Tao), or, in other words, in conformity 

with the Principle.
	
20  It is the “being stripped of metals” in the Masonic symbolism.
	
21 Tao-Te-King, XXXVII.’
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the human state in its entirety; he is the “true man” (chenn-jen) of Taoism, and when, starting 
from this point to rise to the higher states, he has achieved the perfect fulfilment of his pos-
sibilities, he will have become the “Divine Man” (sheun-jen) who is the “Universal Man” (al-
insân al-kâmil) of Islamic esoterism. So it can be said that it is those who are the “rich” from 
the standpoint of manifestation who are really the “poor” with regard to the Principle, and 
inversely; that is what the following Gospel sentence expresses very clearly, “The last shall be 
first and first shall be last”22; and we are compelled to see in this respect, once again, the perfect 
agreement of all the traditional doctrines, which are no more than the diverse expressions of 
the one Truth. 

22  St. Matthew, XX, 16. 
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The Survival of Civilization
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Lord Northbourne
	

SUDDENLY ANXIETY ABOUT the survival of civilization and even of the human race as 
such, has obtruded itself to complicate and confuse the intensive planning for progress that has 
attained the proportions of an obsession in modern civilization and continues unabated today. 
“Suddenly” is the right word, for how surprised the early architects of the industrial framework 
would be to find that the issue of survival had so soon raised its ugly head to confuse their origi-
nal intention of wealth and leisure for all! 

It is not the purpose of the observations that follow to study the reasons for that anxiety in 
detail, and still less to propose specific remedies or palliatives; it is rather to try to find a point 
of view from which the situation as a whole may become more understandable, for people are 
not only anxious but also disappointed and puzzled. By way of preliminary it seems desirable to 
summarise as briefly as possible the most prominent immediate causes of the anxieties in ques-
tion. They can conveniently be divided into three main groups, according to their nature, and 
not according to any view of their relative importance. Firstly, the availability of the hydrogen 
bomb, together with the continuing development of other scientific weapons, chemical, bio-
logical and even psychological, which could be at least as destructive. Secondly, the anticipation 
of a continuing exponential growth in the population of the world. Thirdly, the anticipation of 
an early exhaustion of some of the natural resources on which modern civilization depends, not 
only of fossil fuels and certain metals, but also of biological resources endangered by a pollution 
of the environment which can also directly affect human health. 

Any one of these groups considered separately could afford reasonable grounds for anxiety; 
taken together their effect is rather overwhelming, especially as the time-scale for the attain-
ment of an acute stage in several of the anticipated crises must be calculated in decades and not 
in centuries. One may reasonably ask: why has this aspect of our situation come into promi-
nence so suddenly, and what have the scientists and planners in whom we have so far put our 
faith been thinking about all this time? True, there are scientists and others who maintain that 
talk such as this is mere panic; that the applications of scientific knowledge have been eminently 
successful so far, and that therefore science can be trusted to deal with the situation, and more-
over that science alone can deal with it, provided of course that it is given ample facilities for 
research and that people will act upon its findings. There are also people, even scientists, who 
are prepared to dismiss the whole business on the grounds that no doubt we shall go bumbling 
along in the future as we have in the past. It is difficult to accept either of these views. The case 
is too strong and the time is too short. The anxiety exists and is accompanied by a growing dis-
order, political, social, moral, philosophical and religious. Meanwhile however every sectional 
interest in the field of production and distribution (and that includes most people whether in 
receipt of salaries or wages) is driving as hard as it can for more and more, while the organised 
stimulation of desire has itself become an industry and is pursued relentlessly and scientifically. 

It is less difficult to accept the view that humanity, and especially its wealthier components, 
will probably have to postpone, at least for a time, the realisation of many current ideals of 
progress, and may even have to accept something that can, from the point of view of those ide-
als, only be regarded as a regress, in the form of a lowering of standards of living, a sacrifice of 
past attainments, and even, if the worst fears are realised, something like a partial return to sav-
agery. All this however applies only to the slowing down of a progress measured solely in terms 
of material wealth. It is sometimes suggested that something that can be called “culture” ought 
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to be the true measure of wealth, and that a cultural progress need not be impeded by a mate-
rial regress. Everything depends of course on what the word “culture” means, what it includes 
and what it does not. It is by no means impossible that a culture should be marked by an excess, 
a luxury and a futility no less harmful than an excessive material luxury and no less seductive. 
How does our contemporary culture stand up to examination in the light of that possibility? 

The culture of today—using the word inclusively, as one must in this connection, and not 
limiting it to the more specialised or exclusive branches of the arts—is marked chiefly by a 
search for the sensational, amounting to little less than an enslavement to sensation; this search 
justifies experiment in any direction whatsoever. Sensation is not enduring, it cannot satisfy for 
long; it demands constant renewal and, being satiating rather than satisfying, it demands both 
intensification and variety. The arts are not exempt; but in that connection we often prefer the 
word “aesthetic” to the word “sensational”, though they mean much the same thing. The result 
is chaotic, for a true culture is above all disciplined, restrained, selective and intellectual (in the 
sense of being concerned primarily with the understanding and only secondarily with the emo-
tions). A true culture does not scorn sensation, far from it; its purpose is precisely to canalise 
sensation in the direction of the edification and purification of the soul. Our culture being what 
it is, perhaps we ought not therefore to be surprised at the development of “sub-cultures” 
founded on drugs, on sexual license, on quasi-religious fantasies, or even on violence, usually in 
the name of a so-called “freedom” which is in reality nothing else but the very same enslave-
ment to sensation as that which marks our culture. All this is fostered and encouraged by a deaf-
ening flood of propaganda and distraction poured out almost without pause by press and radio, 
diluted with miscellaneous information on almost every conceivable subject. The sheer weight 
of the whole is overwhelming; its co-ordination and direction is beyond the power of most 
mortals. It contradicts everything that is simple, calm, gentle, enduring or profound. Moreover, 
since our outlook is predominently scientific, and our outlook is reflected in our culture, it may 
be permissible to suggest that science itself is suffering from a comparable plethora in its own 
field, a huge and rapidly swelling mass of information, more and more specialised and indigest-
ible; while at the same time the main preoccupation of science is to increase the mass as quickly 
as possible by more research, as if such research did not in fact usually raise more problems than 
it solves. The full answer is always as it were round the corner; a “further advance” is always 
necessary if complete success is to be achieved. Our science and our culture are alike both in 
their experimental approach and in their lack of finality. This fact is not without significance. 

Surely we are suffering in the cultural field from a quantitative over-development and a 
qualitative deterioration—that is to say a pollution—parallel to those occurring in the material 
field, and demanding at least as comprehensive a reversal of trends as does the latter. One can 
at least assert that a culture which could be regarded as a hopeful source of compensations for 
material losses can hardly be expected to arise out of our contemporary culture. 

All these phenomena, whatever the category in which they may be placed, are in fact aspects 
of a single phenomenon, simply because a civilization, if it means anything, is a single whole; it 
has an economic aspect and a cultural aspect which cannot be dissociated, any more than body 
and soul can be dissociated in the human beings who constitute it. These two aspects, which 
could equally well be called the corporeal and the psychic respectively, are not however the 
whole of a man or of a society. In both there is something that has usually been called “spirit”, 
and we have no better word for it, despite the many senses in which the word is commonly 
used. If indeed, as so often seems to be assumed today, there is no reality outside the corporeal 
and the psychic domains, then the conception of spirit is really superfluous, because the word 
represents no more than a conventional expression covering phenomena confined to one or 
the other domain, or to both. The word is used here in a very different sense. It represents that 
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which transcends both the corporeal and the psychic, and is principial with respect to both. 
It is the divine afflatus, the “wind” that “bloweth where it listeth”, animating all changeable 
forms, and manifested through them without itself undergoing change. It is therefore essentially 
mysterious, and cannot be defined unequivocally or exhaustively; yet we try to ignore it at our 
peril, since its ubiquity renders it inescapable. By its very nature it demands an approach totally 
different from the scientific approach, since the latter is undertaken exclusively by way of the 
observation of the apparent and by deduction from that observation; the scientific approach is 
always indirect, whereas the spiritual as such can only be approached directly, it can only be so 
to speak “seen” or “not seen” as the case may be. 

The approach of religion to the realities and problems of human life differs in principle from 
the approach of science because the special and indispensable function of religion is to cultivate 
and to preserve a conscious apprehension or “vision” of the spiritual and to communicate it 
to the people in a form adapted to their various needs and capacities. Religion constitutes in 
principle the visible spiritual centre of a civilization: the spiritual is nevertheless manifested in 
everything, and not least in virgin Nature, either positively or negatively, by way of a relative 
affirmation or denial, a relative conformity or non-conformity to its all-embracing essentiality. 
Nothing is independent of it; the possibility of a conscious apprehension of it is however pecu-
liar to man alone; that human apprehension would not be conscious in the absence of the pos-
sibility of its contrary in the form of a rejection of the spiritual. This last possibility is therefore 
also peculiar to man. It is these two contrary possibilities that together constitute the essential 
distinction between man and the whole non-human world; all other distinctions are acciden-
tal, they are distinctions of degree or of kind rather than of essentiality. We shall return to this 
point which is crucial. Meanwhile we can legitimately treat the spiritual as a third “aspect” of 
civilization, provided that we recognise that it and the material and the cultural aspects are so 
interlocked as to be in principle inseparable. Since a distinction between them is possible, a 
relative priority can in practice be accorded to any one of them in thought and action. Some 
degree of priority is in fact normally accorded to one or the other; not only by specialists—for 
example by technologists, psychologists or theologists—but by most people in their daily lives. 
Moreover it seems that the emphasis accorded to each varies in different periods of history. It is 
at least impossible to deny the predominance of the economic aspect, the subservience of the 
cultural and the obscuration of the spiritual in the present age; always remembering however 
that the spiritual “as it is in itself” is not an “aspect”, it is unaffected by anything and is pres-
ent in everything; it is only the human consciousness of its presence that can be obscured. It 
seems often to be assumed that the cultural as such is inherently “more spiritual” than is the 
economic; in fact it may be or it may not; everything depends on the quality of the human con-
sciousness that animates it. This truth is very relevant to the pretensions of certain protagonists 
of culture today, and more generally to the situation of the arts in our civilization. Correspond-
ingly, and perhaps surprisingly to some people, the material domain as well as the cultural can 
be a medium for the manifestation or obscuration of the spiritual. Let us therefore not be afraid 
to return for a moment to the material aspect of things. 

We have seen that some of the repercussions of the “gospel of getting on” have begun to 
give cause for alarm, sufficiently at least to persuade many responsible people, including many 
scientists, that the situation demands close examination—in other words, more research—and 
that some modification of the economic framework may need to be undertaken rather urgent-
ly, perhaps even before the results of that research are sufficiently well established. The driving 
force behind any action that may be taken will be mainly the powerful but unconstructive 
impulse of fear, the fear of a loss of advantages gained; being what it is, that impulse is likely to 
lead to uncoordinated and ill-directed action. The means available will be precisely those that 
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have brought about the present situation and are likely to show a strong resistance to modifica-
tion. Well, it will be said, the people must be educated so that they can think clearly and vote 
wisely in all these matters. The question then is—by whom are they to be educated and in what 
sense? And even more urgently—is there time even to try to educate the people? Whatever 
expedient we adopt, we are in grave danger of being overtaken by events, if indeed that is not 
exactly what is happening now. 

So let us move a little further back in order to look at an assumption that seems to be 
fundamental to the philosophy of industrialism. It is to the effect that an all-round increase in 
material wealth will automatically generate the virtues on which the harmony and stability if 
a civilization depend. If ever an assumption has been conclusively proved by experience to be 
false, surely it is this one; yet it remains implicit in most of what we plan and do, and in most 
public statements related to economics or politics, as well as in many that claim a religious 
origin. We cannot examine this assumption without considering what virtues must be taken 
into account. We need not expect to find anything new, nor must we be afraid of taking into 
account virtues which have in the past been regarded as important for the preservation of hu-
man society in its more stable and coherent forms. It may be worth while to try to enumerate 
some that seem to be particularly relevant to the present discussion, and at the same time to 
glance at some of the vices with which they are incompatible. 

Humility is one of them. It consists in a consciousness of the limitations inherent in the 
human state as such as well as in one’s own individuality, manifested first in the relationship 
of man to God, and then of man to man and man to Nature. Humility is the reverse of self-
assertion in all its forms, including ambition, the cult of “personality” and all notions that imply 
what has been called a “conquest” of Nature. Closely related to humility is the renunciation 
of worldly superfluities and the acceptance of one’s situation in life and of life’s accidents with 
equanimity and patience, while performing the tasks that fall to one’s lot to the best of one’s 
abilities, with the excellence of the product in view rather than the material reward the work 
may bring. Also related to humility is simplicity, the child-like virtue, gentle, free from pre-
tence, trustful and whole-hearted; and it is perhaps relevant to present considerations to recall 
that the reward of the “meek” is specifically and rather surprisingly that they will “inherit the 
earth”. Then there are the dynamic or “noble” virtues, with all the obligations nobility implies: 
generosity and self-sacrifice, courage and devotion, together with dignity, not of rank but of 
soul, unmoved either by calumny or by praise, free from both arrogance and false humility, 
knowing its place and seeking no other. And one cannot omit, as a foundation for all, faith and 
fear: faith in an all-wise Creator, and fear of a just Judge, not of loss nor of suffering nor of death. 

Among the vices incompatible with these and other virtues it seems appropriate to men-
tion particularly the following: lust, currently accepted and encouraged in most of its many 
forms; envy, which appears often to be taught as a virtue or as a duty in the name of equality; 
avarice, stimulated by the advertising industry with its scientific psychological backing designed 
to make people want what they did not know they wanted, as well as by such things as the 
stock market and the pools; and, most comprehensive and fatal of all, pride: the presumption 
that makes man the measure of all things, the disposer of all things and the being to whom all 
service is due; the arrogance that sets itself up against God himself, while all other vices seek to 
hide themselves from Him. 

It is of course beyond question that very many individuals practice virtues and shun vices 
such as these, but there is plenty of justification for the view that they are doing so in the face 
of an increasing pressure which assails them from all sides, and is generated in the first instance 
by the motives that govern our technological-industrial civilization, in which the first priority is 
the pursuit of wealth rather than the pursuit of virtue, on the false assumption that the former 
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generates the latter. That an inversion of these priorities would bring about a better world is an 
assumption of which nobody need be ashamed; but it is very difficult to see how such an inver-
sion could be effected and it is impossible to foresee what the resulting world would be like, if 
only because of the comprehensiveness of the changes involved, amounting to nothing less than 
a complete and universal change of heart. That is something that planning, however intelligent 
and well-intentioned, cannot even attempt to bring about. It is evident that, in this connection 
at least, the situation has passed beyond deliberate human control. We must therefore again 
move back in order if possible to obtain a more comprehensive view. 

A situation in which anxiety and fear prevail is bound to produce reactions against itself, 
and many such are in evidence today, some more intelligent, some less. They have little cohe-
sion or unanimity and are mostly concerned with finding palliatives to particular aspects of the 
situation considered more or less in isolation, with more concern for symptoms than for causes. 
In total they are much more likely to be adding to confusion than alleviating it. Among the 
more intelligent may be mentioned those movements that are concerned with the conservation 
of natural resources, with pollution, and with agriculture in relation to health. In so far as these 
or any other movements tend towards a re-orientation of the aims of civilization, away from an 
unrestrained pursuit of wealth towards a less greedy, more restrained and even more humble 
and “neighbourly” attitude, not only between man and man, but also between man and Na-
ture (for Nature, considered as the source from which we obtain what we need, is indeed our 
“neighbour” in exactly the sense of the definition of the word that follows the parable of the 
good Samaritan)—to that extent the movements in question, or some of them, are favourable 
to the attainment of virtue. On the other hand, to the extent that their real aim, professed or 
otherwise, is a resumption of the present course of civilization after a pause necessary for the 
removal of some unexpected obstacles, they will accomplish nothing towards the removal of 
the causes of present discontents. They will only deceive their adherents into supposing that 
they are doing something useful. In almost all these movements there is one thing that remains 
no less axiomatic than it is in the civilization that has produced them. It is an assumption to the 
effect that the physical survival of mankind as the dominant inhabitant of this planet is, and 
must ever be, the first concern of humanity as a whole. Is it possible that this assumption is not 
fully justified, or is justified only conditionally? This question leads to our final point, which is 
either the key to the situation or is the most pathetic of delusions. The reader who has got so 
far must make his choice; for it must be one or the other; he must at the same time be prepared 
to accept that the truth is the only thing that counts in the end, even though it may not at first 
sight seem to point to any particular immediate course of action, for the truth alone is practical, 
since, in the nature of things, it must prevail in the end. 

The instinct for the preservation of the species is universal among the animals, and man 
is, physiologically speaking, an animal. Is he then no more than an animal with exceptionally 
highly developed mental powers by which alone he has achieved his present dominance, and on 
which alone he must rely for his preservation? Such is precisely the view implicit in the outlook 
of modern civilization; it is implicit in almost everything we do whatever we may profess to 
think. We behave as if man were self-sufficient and existed in his own right, and as if the fulfil-
ment of his destiny depended primarily on the improvement of the environmental conditions 
under which he lives. We call that improvement “progress”, and hope that we can ensure its 
continuance by increasing our knowledge of our environment with a view to a more complete 
control of it. This behaviour implies, among other things, that our vision of the destiny of man-
kind is limited to the creation of a terrestrial utopia, peopled perhaps by supermen who, with 
all their desires fulfilled and freed from the anxieties that plague us, can devote themselves to 
the enjoyment of their situation. 
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All such views of our situation and destiny are relatively new; they are incompatible with 
an alternative view that will be recognised as being anything but new. The latter has however 
become so unfashionable that its first principle must be restated in its essentials as briefly as 
possible. It is to the effect that the destiny of man is spiritual and not terrestrial, eternal and not 
temporal, paradisal (or infernal) and not utopian (or cataclysmic); also that this is true despite 
the fact that the goal is inevitably beyond the scope of an imagination derived wholly from ter-
restrial experience, and is a fortiori inaccessible to scientific investigation or proof. Let us follow 
up this proposition, for if it is substantially true, our situation cannot be correctly envisaged 
unless it is taken fully into account, since all our motives must be conditioned by it, and it is 
they that dictate what we do, just as our motives today are conditioned by the view we now 
take of our situation. If our present view is false we can hardly expect our best intentions to be 
realised effectively, and there is no occasion to be surprised at the occurrence of exceptional 
difficulties in our civilization. 

Even the practice of the behavioural virtues could become of no effect if it were under-
taken with a terrestrial and not a celestial end in view, for the function of the virtues in the 
fulfilment of the destiny of man is primarily the purification of souls so that the light of the 
spirit may enter into them. Purification is indispensable, but it is not everything. The virtues 
cannot by themselves supply the impulse that sets men on the way, nor the guiding light that 
keeps them on it. In that sense, indispensable though they be, the function of the behavioural 
virtues is as it were not directly productive, so that they are not by themselves sufficient; the 
positive and decisive factor that makes them spiritually fruitful is of a purely spiritual nature, 
and it cannot therefore be objectified; its presence in an individual implies an orientation of 
the whole being—not a mere desire—directed towards the absolute, the infinite, the eternal, 
towards that which is “not of this world”; an orientation manifested in a love of God—much 
more than a mere belief—that secretly permeates every thought and every act and makes it 
fruitful, so that it can play its part in the fulfilment of man’s true destiny. If the souls of men 
are orientated in that sense, so also will be their civilization considered as an entity. This kind 
of fulfilment of his destiny is the true function of man; it alone is the justification of his life and 
the glorification of his death. But more than that: man is not alone in the world; he cannot exist 
apart from it, nor can it exist apart from him, for he occupies a “central” position in it, man is 
a “microcosm” a “little universe”; all the possibilities of the universe are reflected and “concen-
trated” in the human state. His collective function is that of “mediator” between God and the 
universe, between the spiritual and the physical. The manner in which he carries out that func-
tion necessarily affects not only himself but all creatures, whether living or non-living, whom 
he represents before God. Hence, for instance, the “dominion” accorded to him in Genesis 
1.26; or his specific appointment as God’s “representative” (Khalif) in the Koran; or, in Bud-
dhism, the vow of Amida “not himself to enter Paradise until the last blade of grass should have 
been saved”. Conversely, the abandonment or weakening of the exercise of the true function 
of mankind involves, not humanity alone, but also the whole world, living and non-living, in 
disturbances of equilibrium of many different kinds. They puzzle us simply because their prime 
cause, namely, our failure to fulfil our spiritual function, does not enter into our calculations, or 
if it does, it is only as if it were but one of a vast complex of factors, economic, psychological, 
political and so on, and one of the least calculable of those factors. It is of course inevitable that 
most of our problems should have to be tackled singly by people who are specialists in one way 
or another, but a piecemeal approach, however inevitable, well-intentioned and well-contrived 
it may be, can only be effective if society as a whole is unified and stabilised by a single ulti-
mate aim that takes full account of the supremacy of the spiritual principle that is the origin, 
sustainer and end of the universe and all that it contains. The beginning of trouble, lies in the 
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natural incapacity of humanity to live fully in accordance with the nature of that principle, and 
trouble reaches a maximum when manifestations of the principle are mistaken for the principle 
itself, or in other words, when the appearance is mistaken for the reality, the accidental for the 
essential, the perishable for the eternal. 

At present, for the lack of a right aim, the energies and the goodwill of mankind, both of 
which are available in abundance, have become dispersed and frustrated. We do not know 
where to look for guidance —as if the guidance offered by earlier self-revelations of the change-
less spirit had itself changed! What has changed is only some of the interpretations put upon the 
scriptures and traditions associated with those revelations by modernisers in absurd attempts 
to “bring them up to date”, that is to say, to bring them into conformity with the blatantly 
anti-religious and anti-traditional tendencies of the times; the essentials remain what they al-
ways have been. The door will be opened, as it always has been and always will be, to one who 
knocks; nevertheless he will for the present be acting very much on his own, since he will get 
little help from his surroundings. In accepting the guidance of a revealed religion he must not 
gloss over its aspect of severity; he must accept the implications of the universal scriptural and 
traditional prophecies concerning the inevitability of an end to be followed by a new beginning; 
he will understand that a direct intervention by the changeless spirit alone can restore all things, 
and that this implies that whatever is incompatible with the presence of the spirit must first be 
destroyed. Meanwhile, he will be ready. That is all that is possible for him, and that is all that 
is expected of him. 

Our powers are much less than we seem to think. We cannot become other than what we 
are; we cannot shift the “here and now” in which we find ourselves; we cannot predict, and still 
less can we contrive, the future. We cannot conserve what is by nature perishable for more than 
a very short time, and both our civilization and we ourselves are by nature perishable. There is 
one thing in particular we can by no means do, try as we may, and that is to escape from or to 
destroy the spirit which alone is imperishable. 

In exalting our own powers over Nature we diminish ourselves, for the realisation of our 
full potentiality does not depend on the development and exercise of those powers for our 
own terrestrial advantage; it depends entirely on the fulfilment by us of our spiritual function; 
for that alone can keep us in touch with the imperishable and finally bring us into union with 
it. Such is our appointed destiny, and only to the extent that we follow it for its own sake and 
without ulterior motive can harmony between man and man and between man and Nature 
become a reality, and with that harmony a civilization that is worthy of the name, and is at the 
same time as fully protected from corruption and dissolution as any collective human organisa-
tion can ever be. 
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Attā and Anattā 

by
	

Isaline B. Horner
	

IT IS BECOMING more and more general to think and to say that Buddhism teaches not-self, 
anattā. Certainly it is in this doctrine that all Abhidhamma thought converges and reaches its 
culmination1 But Early Buddhism, the Buddhism of the Vinaya and the Suttapitaka, does not 
exactly teach not-self, except in so far as it says that certain definite things are not-self; there-
fore put them away, they are not yours (S. iii. 33-34; M. i. 140-141)2 What are these things? 
The five khandhas, or groups—of grasping: material shape, feeling, perception, the formations, 
consciousness. One and all of these are repeatedly said to be suffering, impermanent and liable 
to change or alteration; they are therefore not self. Had they been self: rupam (etc.) c’idam attā 
abhavissa (Vin. i. 13), there would have been power of disposal over them: Let my body be 
such, let it not be such. But as they are not self, one cannot alter them. One can only, by training 
and in meditation, develop such even-mindedness in regard to them as to remain unaffected by 
them, as they are manifested to us in the world by their impingement on our five senses—all 
of which: sense-data, sense-organs, sensory impingement and sensory awareness are also called 
anattā. 

Because these things are not-self, although usually accepted as self by the ignorant world-
ling, the disciple is exhorted to “uproot false view of self”, an achievement to be effected by 
regarding the “world” as void, that is of self (Sn. 1119). For the “world” is none other than the 
realm of the sensory activities (S. iv. 95), and like them it is impermanent, it ages and wears 
away (Dhp. 151). A wrong conception of this “world” also gives rise to a false view concerning 
one’s own body, sakkayaditthi, namely, that it is self. But, as already indicated, the right view 
of body is that: This is not mine, this am I not, this is not my self. 

Completely pithless is the “world”, 

All its quarters shake;
	
Wanting an abode for self
	
No shelter did I see.
	
Sn. 937
	

It is the false notion of self that has to be rejected, the self that is at home in this pithless 
world, not the one that finds no shelter there; and even so have the ideas “I am”, “mine”, “I am 
the doer”, “another is the doer” to be eradicated also (A. ii. 216; S. iii. 83; M. i. 139, etc.). To 
see self in what is not self (anattāni ca attā) is an erroneous view of the scatter-brained whose 
is the road of birth and death (A. ii. 52). This is the self that is to be “denied”; it is not what it 
seems to be. 

“What is not self, that is not my self” (yad anattā . . . na meso attā) (S. iii. 45, iv. 2) a strong 
statement, showing as clearly as the Vinaya one, already cited, that in Early Buddhism there 
was a definite recognition of both attā and anattā. At the same time the ethical, intellectual 
and metaphysical difficulties involved in saying either yes or no to such questions as “Is there 

1  Nyanaponika, “The Abhidhamma Philosophy”, in “Maha-Bodhi”, vol. 59, no. 11, Nov. 1951
	
2 Abbreviations: A.—Anguttara-Nikâya; D.—Digha-Nikâya; Dhp.—Dhammapada ; It.—Itivuttaka ; M.—Majj-
hima-Nikâya ; MA.—Commentary on Majjhima; S.—Samyutta-Nikaya; Sn.—Sutta-nipata; Ud.—Udâna; UdA.—
	
Commentary on Udâna; Vin.—Vinayapitaka.
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self, is there not self?” are very great. The wandering recluse Vacchagotta asked Gotama (S. iv. 
400-401) if there is self. Gotama was silent. The wanderer then asked: “What then, is there not 
self?” Gotama was again silent, and Vacchagotta departed. Then Ananda asked Gotama why 
he had not answered these questions. He replied: “If I had said there is self, this would have 
been a siding-in with the Eternalists. And if I had said there is not self, this would have been a 
siding-in with the Annihilationists. Again, if I had answered there is self, this would not have 
accorded with my knowledge that ‘all things are not-self’ (meaning all things including the un-
conditioned Nibbâna are anattā, Dhp. 279). But if I had said there is not self (here, and above, 
not anattā, but n’atth’ ana) the wanderer, already confused, would have been increasingly so, 
and would have thought: ‘Was there not formerly self for me? There is not now”’. This passage 
indicates the confusion surrounding the whole subject. It would need a long dissertation even 
as much as to approach a solution of the problem of self 

All I propose to do here is to submit various passages, some of which have been too much 
overlooked, and which mention the logical opposite of an-attā. By this means it may be pos-
sible to form some idea of the significance attributed to the word attā in the Vinaya and the 
Nikâyas, even if the meaning that we attach to this word now is not the same as was attached 
to it then by the people who used this word. Since they asked the question: By which self, kena 
attena, does one reach the Brahma-world? (Sn. 508), it would appear that they drew a distinc-
tion between two or more uses of the word “self”. Even if attā when used as a reflexive pro-
noun: yourself, myself, and so on, or when used in some other way, is relegated to the sphere 
of “conventional truth” as opposed to “philosophical truth”, because it is not everlasting or 
permanent and has a beginning and an end, I suggest that in the passages collected below, this 
is not necessarily always the self that is meant. 

The person who torments neither himself nor others nor both lives with a self become 
Brahma (brahmabhutena attana viha rati). A. ii. 206; M. i. 349, etc. It should be noticed that 
brahmabhûta is used as an epithet of the Tathâgata (D. iii. 34; M. i. 111 s A. v. 226, 256; Sn. 561, 
etc.). He is also Dhamma: who sees me sees Dhamma (It. p. 91 ; S. iii. 120); while brahma and 
dhamma often appear as synonymous: brahmacàrin, dhammacarin: brahmacakka, dhammacak-
ka; brahma Yana, dhammayana, and so on; and the Tathâgata is dhamma kaya, brahma-kaya, 
dhammabhûta brahmabhûta (D. iii. 84). If attā has affinity with brahma and this is dhamma 
and tathâgata, then so is attā. The UdA. (p. 340) recognises this when it explains tathâgata by 
attā, while the Commentary on the M. (MA. ii. 117; iii. 141) explains it by satta, being, what 
is real and true. 

1.		 Similarly:
	
Who attachment and hatred,
	
and ignorance has left.
	
He is called: developed of self,
	
Brahma-become, Truthfinder,
	
Awakened One...
	

(bhavit’attà brahmabhùta tathâgata buddha) It. p.57. 

2.		 Wherefore fare along with self as island, with self as refuge, and no other, 
with dhamma as island, with dhamma as refuge, and no other. D. ii. 100, etc. 

3.		 This is the Way for great selves (eso maggo mahattehi). It. p. 28, 29; A. ii. 26. 

4.		 Here some person has not developed (i.e., meditation upon) his body, moral 
habit, thought, intuitive wisdom. He is limited, a small self (paritto appa-
tumo), a dweller in little hardness.. . But another person has developed his 
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body, and so on. He is not limited, a great self (aparitto mahatta), a dweller 
in the immeasurable. A. i. 249. 

5.		 Wherefore, young men, which is best, that you should seek a woman or self 
(attānam gaveseyyatha)? Vin. i. 23. 

6.		 Let him make of self a refuge, faring as with a blazing head, seeking the state 
that changes not. S. iii. 143. 

7.		 That self I’ve made my refuge (words ascribed to the dying Gotama) D.ii. 
120. 

8.		 Self is the lord of self, and self self’s bourn, so then restrain thyself as a mer-
chant does a goodly horse. Dhp. 380. 

9.		 Self is the lord of self. What other lord could there be? With self well tamed 
one gains a lord that is hard to gain. Dhp. 169. 

10. Of those who fare the good faring in regard to body, speech and thought, the 
self is guarded (rakkhito ana). S. i. 73. 

11. This one, steadfast, released from views, is unsmirched by the “world”, not 
blamed by self. Sn. 913. 

12. The self in thee (attā te) O man, knows what is true and what is false. 
A.1.149. 

13. The mind wandering over all the quarters 
Sees nothing dearer than self. 
Since the self so dear to others is, 
Let the self-lover harm not another. 

S. i. 75 s Ud. 47. 

14. So he to whom the self is dear, 
Who longs for the great self, 
Should homage to true dhamma pay. 

A. ii. 21 ; S. i. 140. 

15. I lay no wood, brahman, for fires on altars, 
Only within burneth the flame I kindle. 
Ever my fire burns, ever composed of self, 
I, perfected, fare the Brahma-faring. 
As load of fuel surely is pride, O brahman; 
The altar’s smoke, anger; thy false words, ashes; 
The tongue’s the priest’s spoon; and the heart the altar; The flame thereon— 
this is man’s self well tamed. 

S. i. 169. 

16. “If, monks, there were a self, could it be said: It belongs to my self?” 
“Yes, Lord”. 
“Or, monks, if there were what belongs to self, could it be said: It is my 
self?” 
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“Yes, Lord.” 
“But if self, monks, and what belongs to self, although actually existing, are 
incomprehensible (saccato thetato anupalabbhamane), is not the view and 
the causal relation that: ‘This the world this the self; after dying I will be-
come permanent, lasting, eternal, not liable to change, I will stand fast like 
unto the eternal’ —is not this (view), monks, absolute complete folly?” The 
monks agree. (M. i. 138). The view here mentioned is one held by members 
of another sect. But for the disciple of the ariyans all that makes up “world”: 
body, feeling, perception, the formations and consciousness, is imperma-
nent, suffering, liable to change, and therefore it is not mine, this am I not, 
this is not my self. 

Much might be written about each of the passages I have presented. But only in (1) have I 
given any indication of the ramifications and affinities involved. The extracts cited cannot really 
be understood by themselves. All need amplifying by comparison with other passages in the 
Vinaya and the Nikâyas. As the idea of brahma in the Pali canon has been overlooked—in spite 
of the ever recurring brahmacariya, the Walk to or with Brahma, the Sublime—so has that of 
attā. Both were of the utmost significance in the Upanishads. Both have a significance, even if 
we have not yet assessed it, in the Pali canon. 

I am aware that anyone who brings forward these notions runs the risk of abuse, even if 
he does not suggest that they mean the same as Brahman and Atman mean in the Upanishads, 
even in fact if he suggests that they do not mean the same thing. Nevertheless, because these 
two words occur fairly frequently in the Pali canon, and usually in significant passages, their 
evidence should not be ignored. 
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Symplegades
	
by
	

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy
	

“Beyond the Clashing Rocks in the Other World, 
Beauty most marvelous is, Life’s Herb, Life’s Water.” 

Karl von Spiess 

“All waits undreamed of in that region, that inaccessible land.” 
Walt Whitman 

The distribution of the motif of “Clashing Rocks”1 is an indication of its prehistoric antiquity, 
and refers the complex pattern of the Urmythos of the Quest to a period prior at least to 
the population of America. The signs and symbols of the Quest of Life which have so often 
survived in oral tradition, long after they have been rationalized or romanticized by literary 
artists, are our best clue to what must have been the primordial form of the one spiritual lan-
guage of which, as Jeremias says (Altorientalischen Geisteskultur, Vorwort) “the dialects are 
recognizable in the divers existing cultures.” Here, for the sake of brevity, we are considering 
only a single component of the complex pattern, that of the “Active Door.”2 It has been quite 
generally recognized that these Wandering Rocks, “to pass between which thou must thyself 
find a means” (Jülg), are the “mythical forms of that wonder-door beyond which lie Oceanus, 
the Islands of the Blessed, the Kingdom of the Dead” and that they divide “this known world 
from the unknown Beyond” (Jessen in Wilhelm Heinrich Roscher, Ausführliches Lexikon der 
griechischen und römischen Mythologie [Leipzig, 1884]): that, as Cook, endorsing Jessen, says, 
they “presuppose the ancient popular belief in a doorway to the Otherworld formed by clash-
ing mountain-walls.” The Planktai Petrai, in other words, are the leaves of the Golden Gates of 
the Janua Coeli,3 of which in the Christian tradition, St. Peter, appointed by the Son of Man, is 
now the Keeper. 

We begin with the problems of distribution of the motif, of which the meaning will de-
velop as we proceed. In certain contexts, as pointed out by Cook (pp. 988-991) “dancing 
reeds” replace the floating or dancing islands, and although there is no indication in the classi-
cal sources of the notion of a dangerous passage between a pair of dancing reeds, this appears 
elsewhere, and it can hardly be doubted that it belongs to the original form of the story. Dr. 
Murray Fowler4 has called attention to an Indian context (Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa III.6.2.8, 9) 
where Soma, the plant, bread, or water of life, is to be brought down from above by the aqui-
line Gāyatrī (Suparṇī, Vāc), Agni’s vocal and metrical power, and we are told that it had been 

1 The subject of “Clashing Rocks” is dealt with at considerable length by A. B. Cook in Zeus (Cambridge, 1914-
1940) III, ii, Appendix P, “Floating Islands,” pp. 975-1016.
	
2 Here, in addition to A. B. Cook’s references and those given below, we can only cite from the vast literature of 

the whole subject such works as G. Dumézil, Le festin d’immortalité (Paris, 1924); J. Charpentier, Die Suparnasaga 

(Uppsala, 1920); S. Langdon, Semitic Mythology (Boston, 1931); J. L. Weston, From Ritual to Romance (1920); R. 

S. Loomis, Celtic Myth and Arthurian Romance (New York, 1927); A. C. L. Brown, The Origin of the Grail Legend 
(Cambridge, 1943); E. L. Highbarger, The Gates of Dreams (Baltimore, 1940). 

3 For other material on this subject see my “Symbolism of the Dome,” Indian Historical Quarterly XIV (1938), 

pp. 1-56, and the “Svayamātṛṇṇa, Janua Coeli,” Zalmoxis, ii (1939), pp. 3-51. 

4  “Ambrosiai Stelai,” American Journal of Philology, LXIII, pp. 215-216. 
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“deposited [for safe-keeping] within, i.e., behind, two golden leaves,5 that were razor-edged, 
and snapped together6 at every winking of an eye.” She tears out these leaves, and appropri-
ates the life-giving power, which Indrāgnī “extend for the generation of offspring” (Śatapatha 
Brāhmaṇa III.6.2.13). In other words, the Falcon, successful Soma-thief, passes safely between 
these “two Gandharva Soma-wardens” and returns with the rescued prisoner, viz., that King 
Soma who “was Vṛtra” (Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa III.4.3.13, etc.) and now “made to be what he 
actually is,7 the Sacrifice is now himself a God restored to the Gods” (Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 
III.6.3.16, 19). From the point of view of the Titans this translation of the “imprisoned, strictly-
guarded Soma-Haoma”8 is a theft, but from that of the Gods a rescue and a disenchantment.9 

5 These kuśī (or -kuśyau) are primarily a pair of “leaves” or “blades” as of sword-grass, at the same time that they 
are in effect the two “leaves” or possibly “jambs” of an active Door; and in this connection it is not insignificant 
that Kuśī is also a synonym of Dvārakā, Krishna’s “City of the Door.” In Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa the hiraṇmayau 
kuśyau (V.1) are said to be dīkṣā (initiation) and tapas (ardor). Cf. Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa III.1.2.20; III.4.3.2 where 
it is in these as a “new garment” that the Sacrificer is qualified to enter the Sadas, analogically the Otherworld. 
6 “Snapping together,” for a door is also a “mouth” and our “leaves” or “rocks” are really the fiery Jaws of Death; 
as in Ṛgveda X.87.3 where the same verb is used of the bite of Agni’s iron teeth, the upper and the lower. Cf. 
Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad, II.13, where the rolling mountains “do not devour” the Comprehensor. 

In Ṛgveda VIII.91.2 (cf. IX.1.6) and the Brāhmaṇa versions, Śaṭyāyana Brāhmaṇa and Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa 
1.220 (translated by H. Oertel in Journal of the American Oriental Society, 1897, XVIII, pp. 26-30); also Pañcavimśa 
Brāhmaṇa VIII. 4.1, Apālā (alias the Daughter of the Sun = Śraddhā, Faith; Gāyatrī; Akupārā, etc.), prepares Soma 
(as kawa is prepared in the South Sea Islands) by chewing and Indra takes it directly from her mouth—“and who-
ever is a Comprehensor thereof, if he kisses a woman’s mouth, that becomes for him a draught of Soma.” Thus in 
divinis; in the ritual mimesis, where the Soma (substituted plant) is crushed in a pestle and mortar or more usu-
ally between two stones (as it were “clashing rocks”), and two sides of the Soma-press are “jaws,” the stones are 
“teeth” and the skin on which they move is the “tongue,” while the other “mouth” into which the juice is poured 
is that of the sacrificial altar in which also the Sacrificer, identifying himself with the victim, offers up himself. 
Thus the gates of entry (birth, from the human standpoint, death from the divine) and exit (death from the human 
point of view, birth from the divine) are both equally “jaws”—“the soul—every great soul—in its cycle of changes 
must pass twice through the Gate of Ivory” (Highbarger, The Gates of Dreams, p. 110). The Sacrifice is always 
a prefigured heavenly ascent; it is not that one does not wish to be “swallowed up” by the deity by whom one 
must be assimilated if one would be assimilated to him (cf. my Hinduism and Buddhism, pp. 23, 24, and Ṛgveda, 
VII.86.2: “When at last shall we come to be again within Varuṇa?”), but that one would not be demolished by the 
“upper and the nether millstones” through which the way leads; and hence “the Brahmans of yore were wont to 
wonder, Who will today escape Leviathan’s jaws?” and it is actually only by the substitution of a “victim” (—a 
“sop to Cerberus”—) that one “comes safely through his maw” (Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa I.174). On the Jaws of Death 
see further my “Svayamātṛṇṇa, Janua Coeli,” p. 23, note 6. 
7 The bringing down of Soma to earth, which is his coming into his kingdom, involves a passion and a resurrec-
tion. He comes forth in triumph: “even as Ahi, slipping out of his inveterated skin, Soma flows like a prancing 
steed” (Ṛgveda IX.86.44). 
8  L. von Schroeder, Herakles und Indra (Vienna, 1914), p. 45. 
9 The contrary values are very clearly developed in the Argonautica, where the Rape of the Fleece and carrying 
off of Medea are, from her father’s point of view, the acts of a high-handed marauder; and (IV.1432 ff ) Herakles’ 
slaughter of the Serpent and theft of the Golden Apples are from the point of view of Jason’s companions he-
roic feats, but from the point of view of the Hesperides themselves acts of wanton violence. In the same way, as 
Darmetester says, “In the Vedic mythology the Gandharva is the keeper of Soma, and is described now as a God, 
now as a fiend, accordingly as he is a heavenly Soma-priest or a jealous possessor who grudges it to man” (Sacred 
Books of the East, Vol. 23, 63, note 1). In such contexts, however, “grudge” is not the word; it is not with malice 
that the Cherub “keeps the way of the Tree of Life,” or invidiously that St. Peter keeps the Golden Gates, or that 
Heimdallr guards the Bridge, or that the door is shut against the foolish virgins, but only to protect the fold against 
the wolves who have no right to enter. 

The opposing interests of Gods and Titans are only reconciled when, as in the Vedic and Christian traditions, 
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It will be recognized immediately that the Falcon’s Quest—and we use this word delib-
erately to imply that this is, in fact, a Grail Quest—is identical with that of the doves that 
fetch ambrosia10 for Father Zeus from beyond the Planktai Petrai, always at the price of one 
of their number, caught on the way as they pass the Clashing Rocks (Odyssey XII.58ff ): and 
that it corresponds at the same time to the Quest of the Golden Fleece, where it is, indeed, 
a winged “ship” that Athena (Goddess of Wisdom) drives between the Clashing Rocks that 
she holds apart, but it is like a bird that Argo flies through the air, and even so can only escape 
with the loss of her stern-ornament (or, as we might almost say, “tail-feather”), after which the 
rocks remain in close contact, barring the way to other mortal voyagers (Argonautica II.645 ff ). 
The door is thus normally “closed”; for as we shall presently realize, it is one that can only be 
opened, in what would otherwise seem to be a smooth and impenetrable wall, by a more than 
normally human wisdom.11 

An example of this “Open Sesame” motif (best known in connection with Aladdin’s Cave) 
can be cited from Southern Africa: “In one of Schultze’s [Hottentot] stories the fleeing heroine 
drops food behind her, delaying the pursuing Lion, who eagerly devours it. When the pursuer 
endeavors to follow, the rock closes and kills him. The opening and closing rock occurs in vari-
ous combinations in South African mythology” (from a review of J. Schultze, Aus Namaland 
und Kalahari [Berlin, 1907], in Journal of American Folklore XXXXI (1908), p. 252). In such a 
sequence it is easy to recognize in the heroine, Psyche, and in the pursuer, Death. 

To return now to the Cutting Reeds, we can cite an American Indian myth in which, 
amongst the series of living obstacles that bar the way of the hero Nayaṇezgani there are not 
only “Crushing Rocks” which he stays apart, but also “Cutting Reeds” which “tried to catch 
him, waving and clashing together.” We are also told of these Cutting Reeds that “when anyone 
passed through them, the reeds moved and cut the person into little pieces and ate him” (M. 

the Sacrifice is indeed a victim, but not an unwilling victim. It is only from our temporally human point of view 
that “good and evil” are opposed to one another, but “to God all things are good and fair and just” (Heracleitus, 
Fragment 61), “to him in all conflicts both sides are right” (Ṛgveda II.7.15); and this is the essential meaning of the 
Clashing Rocks, that whoever would return home must have abandoned all judgment in terms of right and wrong, 
for there, as Meister Eckhart says, in full agreement with Chuang Tzu, the Upaniṣads and Buddhism, “neither vice 
nor virtue ever entered in.” The Gods and Titans are the children of one Father, and have their appointed parts 
to play, if there is to be a “world” at all (cf. Heracleitus, Fragment 43, 46), and though one of these parts may be 
ours “for the time being,” the Comprehensor must act without attachment, dispassionately, remaining above the 
battle even while participating in it. 
10 On ambrosia and amṛta see M. Fowler, “A Note on ambrotos,” Classical Philology, XXXVII (1942), pp. 77-79. 
11 The door as an obstacle is the “barricade of the sky” (avarodhanam divaḥ, Ṛgveda IX.113.8), which divides 
the world of mortality under the Sun from the world of immortality beyond him; the Sundoor is the “Gateway 
of Truth” (Īśā Upaniṣad 15, etc.), and as such “a forwarding for the wise and a barrier to the foolish” (Chāndogya 
Upaniṣad VIII.6.5); cf. Matthew 25:1-12, Luke 11:9, John 10:9, etc., and also my “Svayamātṛṇṇa, Janua Coeli,” 
notes 23, 31, 51. 

In marriage, the bride is assimilated to Sūryā, the married couple’s journey to a heavenly ascent (even the cross-
ing of a “river” is provided for), and their new home (in which they are to “live happily ever afterwards”) to the 
Other-world of Immortality. An analogy of the doorway to the dangerous Janua Coeli naturally follows, and we 
find that when it is reached the incantation is employed, “Injure her not, ye god-made pillars, on her way,” these 
pillars being, of course the jambs of “the door of the divine house” (Atharva Veda XIV.1.61, 63). No doubt it is for 
the same reason that the bride must not step on the threshold as she enters (Āpastamba Gṛhya Sūtra II.6.9), for, 
evidently, to do so might release the trap, and therefore the bride must step over the threshold without touching 
it. There can be no question but that the European custom of carrying the bride across the threshold has an identi-
cal significance; the husband plays the part of psychopomp, and it is easy to see why it should be regarded as most 
unlucky if he stumbles and does not clear the threshold safely. 
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C. Wheelwright, Navajo Creation Myth [Santa Fe, 1942], pp. 71, 96). Another reference to the 
“Slicing Reeds” will be found in the Franciscan Fathers’ Ethnologic Dictionary of the Navaho 
Language (St. Michael’s, Arizona, 1910), p. 358. 

The Cutting Reeds are, of course, only one of the many forms of the Active Door, of which 
the passage is so dangerous. We shall consider now some of the other forms of the Wonder 
Door, and to begin with the Clashing Rocks or Mountains themselves. Different forms of the 
Door may be associated in one and the same story. In a more elaborate Indian text, parallel 
to that of the Brāhmaṇa already cited, the “golden blades” are represented by “two sleep-
less, watchful, razor-edged lightnings, striking from every side,” and it is asked “How did the 
Vulture [Garuda, Eagle, Soma-thief ] transgress these Soma-wardens, ‘Fear’ and ‘No-Fear’?” 
(Suparṇādhyāya 24.2, 3). These names of the Soma-wardens, also to be thought of as snakes or 
dragons, are significant because, as we shall presently come to see more clearly, the two leaves 
or jambs of the Active Door are not merely affronted by the very nature of a door, but at the 
same time stand for the “pairs of opposites” or “contraries” of whatever sort, between which 
the Hero must pass in the Quest of Life, without hope or fear, haste, or delay, but rather with 
an equanimity superior to any alternative. When Alexander sought he did not find what Khizr 
found unsought (Sikandar Nāma LXIX.75). Taken superficially, “Seek, and ye shall find” is a 
very comfortable doctrine; but it should be understood that whoever has not found has never 
really sought (cf. Nafaḥātuʾl Uns as cited by Nicholson, Diwani Shams-i-Tabrīz [1898], p. 329). 

In the same context (25.5) we find an obstacle described as consisting of “two razor-edged 
restless mountains.” The text is obscure and admittedly in need of emendation,12 but there 
is a clearer reference, the importance of which has been hitherto completely overlooked, in 
Śāṅkhāyana Āraṇyaka IV.13 (= Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad II.13), to moving mountains: here we 
are told of the Comprehensor of the doctrine that the powers of the soul are an epiphany of 
Brahma, that “verily, even though both mountains, the northern and the southern, were to 
roll forth against him, seeking to overcome him instantly, indeed, they would not be able to 
devour him.”13 The immediate reference may be to the Himālayas and Vindhyas, normally 
separated by the Gangetic Madhya-deśa, but must be indirectly to Sky and Earth, who were 
originally “one,” or “together,” and can be reunited. The door of the world of heavenly light 
is to be found, indeed, “where Sky and Earth embrace” and the “Ends of the Year” are united 
(Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa I.5.5; I.35.7-9; IV.15.2-5).14 The Expert, for whom the antith-
eses are never absolute values but only the logical extremities of a divided form (for example, 

12 The text has parvatāṣṭhirāḥ which, although it could mean “mountain domes,” is implausible. Charpenti-
er’s suggestion of parvataḥ sthirāḥ (“stable mountains”) contradicts the required sense. I have assumed parvataḥ 
asthirāḥ (an equally possible resolution of the crasis), “restless mountains”; the following subudhnyaḥ need not 
imply “firmly grounded,” but rather “deeply rooted,” which is not inconsistent with motion, as will be obvious if 
we remember that our “floating islands” are, as it were, lotus leaves or flowers, not detached from their stems, but 
swinging upon them, as the leaves of doors swing on hinges. 
13 “No one becomes immortal in the flesh” (Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa X.4.3.9), and whoever reaches the Other-world 
and the attainment of all desires does so “going in the spirit” (ātmany etya, Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa I.8.1.31 and 
Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa III.33.8), “having shaken off his bodies” (Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa III.30.2-
4)—the Platonic katharsis (Phaedo 67C). 
14 On the Doors of the Year, and World’s End see further “Svayamātṛṇṇa, Janua Coeli,” notes 4 and 26 and “The 
Pilgrim’s Way,” JBORS, XXIII (1937), pp. 452-471 and XXIV (1938), pp. 118-119. The “Year” is Prajāpati, the 
Imperishable World, and, like a house is only his “who knows its doors” (Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa 1.5.3.2, 3, I.6.1.19) 
or “ends,” Winter and Spring. The end of the Year is also its beginning, so that the Year is endless or infinite (an-
anta) like a wheel (Aitareya Brāhmaṇa III.43). “The great symbol of the serpent biting its own tail represents the 
aeon” (Jeremias, Der Antichrist in Geschichte und Gegenwart [1930], p. 4). 
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past and present of the eternal now), is not overcome by, but much rather transits their “north-
and-southness” or, as we should say, “polarity,” while the Empiricist is crushed or devoured by 
the perilous alternatives (to be or not to be, etc.) that he cannot evade.15 

An unmistakable reference to the Clashing Rocks is to be found in Ṛgveda, VI.49.3, 
where the “Rocks” are times, viz., Day and Night, described as “clashing together and parting” 
(mithasturā vicarantī); mithas here (√mith, to unite, alternate, dash together, understand, and 
also kill, cf. mithyā, contrarily, and mithuna, pairing) in combination with turā (√tur, to has-
ten, rush, overpower, injure), corresponding to tustūrṣamānau (Śāṇkhāyana Āraṇyaka IV.13 
= Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad II.13), rendered above by “seeking to overcome instantly” in connec-
tion with the two “rolling mountains.” This is an important case, whether we consider Day 
and Night as times or as light and darkness—Mitrāvaruṇau. Its bearing will be realized if we 
recall that the Vedic Hero’s greatest feat is performed at Dawn; Indra has agreed that he will 
not slay Namuci (Vṛtra, and Buddhist Māra) “either by day or by night,” and keeps his word to 
the letter by lifting his head at dawn, thus dividing heaven from earth and making the sun rise 
(for references see Journal of the American Oriental Society XV.143ff. and LV.375)—dividing 
the light from the darkness, and day from night. It is no wonder, then, that the Mahāvīra’s feat 
is so often described as having been performed “suddenly” and “once for all” (sakrt, etc.), for 
whatever is done when it is neither Day nor Night (cf. Ṛgveda X.129.3) is done ex tempore, sub 
specie aeternitatis [in time and in eternity], and forever. 

Conversely, for those who are already in time and would be liberated, would “become 
eternal,” Day and Night are as it were two impassible, revolving Seas or wandering Pillars, and 
one should not perform the Agnihotra (Sacrifice of the Burnt-Offering) either by Day or by 

15 On the one hand, “everything composed of contraries is necessarily subject to corruption” (St. Thomas Aqui-
nas, Summa Theologica I.80.1; cf. Phaedo 78 C and Dīgha Nikāya II.144), on the other, “The notions even of con-
traries are not contrary in the intellect for they belong to one and the same knowledge. Therefore it is impossible 
that the intellective soul should be corruptible” (Summa Theologica I.75.6). That, in fact, “the knowledge which 
knows one thing knows also its opposite” (Summa Theologica I.14.8) is remarkably illustrated by the fact that in 
the oldest languages we so often meet with words that embody contrary meanings. On this important subject 
see Karl Abel, Über den Gegensinn der Urworte (Leipzig, 1885) (also in his Sprachwissenschaftlichen Abhandlun-
gen [Leipzig 1885]; Freud’s discussion in Jahrbuch f. Psychoanalytische und Psychopathologische Forschungen, II, 
1910, contributes nothing); R. Gordis, “Effects of Primitive Thought on Language,” American Journal of Semitic 
Languages and Literature, LV (1938), p. 270ff; B. Heimann, “Plurality, Polarity, and Unity in Hindu Thought,” 
Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies, IX, pp. 1015-1021, “Deutung und Bedeutung indischer Ter-
minologie,” XIX Congr. Internaz. d. Orientalisti, and “The Polarity of the Indefinite,” Journal of the Indian Society 
of Oriental Art, V (1937), pp. 91-94; Chuang Tzu, Ch. 2 and passim; my “Tantric Doctrine of Divine Biunity,” 
Ann. Bhandarkar Or. Res. Inst., XIX, pp. 173-183; M. Fowler, “The Role of Surā in the Myth of Namuci,” Journal 
of the American Oriental Society, LXII, pp. 36-40 (esp. note 19), and “Polarity in the Rigveda,” Rev. of Religion, VII 
(1943), pp. 115-123. Also, on the enantia generally, Plato, Theatetus 157B, etc., and Philo, Heres 207, 215, etc., as 
discussed by E. R. Goodenough in Yale Classical Studies, III (1932), pp. 117-164. 

For example, one Egyptian sign stands for “strong-weak,” which is meant depending on the determinant em-
ployed; one Chinese ideogram, “big-small,” means “size,” and generally speaking, abstract nouns are combinations 
of two opposites. So zero (Sanskrit kha, see my “Kha and Other Words Denoting Zero,” in Bulletin of the School of 
Oriental and African Studies, VII, 1934) is the totality of + and – numerical series and, accordingly (like God), et 
unicum et nihil et plenum [at one and the same time one, nothing, and all]. 

That in so many of the oldest languages (with survivals in some modern) the same roots often embody opposite 
meanings, only distinguishable by the addition of determinants, is an indication that the movement of “primi-
tive logic” is not abstractive (from an existing multiplicity) but deductive (from an axiomatic unity). The same 
synthetic bias can be recognized in the old duals (e.g., Mitrāvaruṇau) that denote, not the mere association of two 
“persons,” but the biunity of one. Many of our profoundest religious dogmas (e.g., that of the divine procession ex 
principio vivente conjuncto [from a living principle with which it remains united]) stem from these insights. 
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Night but only at dusk after sunset and before dark, and at dawn after dark and before sunrise 
(Jaiminīya Brāhmaṇa I.5).16 “Night and Day are the Sea that carries all away, and the two Twi-
lights are its fordable crossings; and as a man would cross over it by its fordable crossings, so he 
sacrifices [performs the Agnihotra] at Twilight17. . . . Night and Day, again, are the encircling 
arms of Death; and just as a man about to grasp you with both arms can be escaped [atimucyeta] 
through the opening [antareṇa] between them, so he sacrifices at Twilight. . . . This is the sign 
(ketu) of the Way-of-the-Gods [devayāna], which he takes hold of, and safely reaches Heaven” 
(Kauṣītaki Brāhmaṇa II.9).18 In the same way for Philo, Day and Night, Light and Darkness, 
are archetypal contraries, divided in the beginning “lest they should be always clashing” by 
median boundaries, Dawn and Dusk, which are not sensible extents of time but “intelligible 
forms [ideai] or types” (De opificio mundi 33); and though he does not say so, it is evident that 
if anyone would return from the chiaroscuro of this world to the “supercelestial” Light of lights 
he will only be able to do so—if he is able—by the way of these “forms” in which the Day and 
Night are not divided from one another. 

Thus the Way “to break out of the universe” (Hermes Trismegistus, Lib. XI.2.9, see note 
48) into that other order of the Divine Darkness19 that Dionysius describes as “blinding by ex-
cess of light” and where the Darkness and the Light “stand not distant from one another, but to-
gether in one another” (Jacob Boehme, Three Principles, XIV.78) is the single track and “strait 
way” that penetrates the cardinal “point” on which the contraries turn; their unity is only to be 
reached by entering in there where they actually coincide. And that is, in the last analysis, not 
any where or when, but within you; “World’s End is not to be found by walking, but it is within 
this very fathom-long body that the pilgrimage must be made” (Samyutta Nikāya I.62)— 

16 Similarly in Śatapatha Brāhmaṇa II.3.9.1, 36; and in the Avesta (Weber, Indische Studien, IX [1853], ch. 9, p. 
292), where the daevayaśna is to be performed after dark and before sunrise. The contrary argument of Aitareya 
Brāhmaṇ V.29, seems to me illogical. Indra had also agreed not to slay Namuci “with anything moist or anything 
dry,” and does so with “foam.” Both formulae recur in Taittirīya Saṃhitā VI.4.1.5. and 2.4, where the heart of the 
sacrificial victim is deposited “at the junction of wet and dry,” and the sacrificial waters, originally liberated when 
Vṛtra was slain, are to be collected “at the junction of shade and shining,” viz., of night and day. The first of these 
actions “atones” or sacrifices the contraries, the second secures the “color of both” at once; and that is, of course, 
the “color” of the Otherworld, Brahmaloka or Empyrean in which the darkness and light are not separated, but 
dwell together in one another (Katha Upaniṣad III.1 and VI.5 and Jacob Boehme, Three Principles XIV.76), and of 
Dionysius’ “Divine Darkness, blinding by excess of light.” 
17 The parallel to the crossing of the Red Sea, from the Egyptian Darkness of this world to a Promised Land, will 
be obvious. The Agnihotra performed at twilight is a “Passover” in Philo’s sense. By the same token, brahma-bhūti, 
“becoming Brahma,” “theosis,” is also “Dawn.” 
18 The return is obviously to the primordial condition of Ṛgveda X.129.1-3, where all is One, without distinc-
tion of Day and Night. Kauṣītaki Brāhmaṇa continues, describing Night and Day as the Dark and the Dappled 
(śyāmā-śabarau, the “Dogs of Yama”): an important datum for the iconography of Cerberus, but one that cannot 
be further discussed here. 
19 “Of every land, that Dark Land is the best, In which there is a Water, the Giver-of-Life” (Nizāmuʾd Dīn, 
Sikandar Nāma, LXVIII.18). “There shines not sun, nor moon, nor any star. . . . His shining only all this world 
illuminates” (Kaṭha Upaniṣad V.15); “There neither sun, nor moon, nor fire give light; those who go there do 
not come back again; that is My supreme abode” (Bhagavad Gītā XV.6); “There shine no stars, nor sun is there 
displayed, there gleams no moon; (and yet) no darkness there is seen” (Udāna 9). “When sun and moon have gone 
home, when fire is doused and speech is hushed, what is this person’s light? The Spirit (ātman, Self ) is his light” 
(Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad IV.3.6, cf. Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa III.1): “And the city had no need of the sun, 
neither of the moon, to shine in it: for the glory of God did lighten it, and the Lamb is the light thereof” (Rev. 
21:23). 
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Our soul is, as it were, the day, and our body the night; 
We, in the middle, are the dawn between our day and night.20 

H. Rink21 records from Greenland the myth of the Eskimo hero Giviok, whose way to the Oth-
erworld, in which he finds his dead son living, is confronted by “two clashing icebergs,” with 
only a narrow passage between them, alternately opened and closed. He cannot circumnavigate 
them because, when he tries to do so, they always keep ahead of him (“for there is no approach 
by a side path here in the world,” Maitri Upaniṣad VI.30!). He therefore speeds between them, 
and has barely passed when they close together, bruising the stern-point of his kayak. As Profes-
sor Cook sees, this is “a mariner’s version of the gateway to the Otherworld.” In this northern 
setting, the floating islands are naturally thought of as icebergs. 

In a more recent collection of Eskimo folktales22 the Clapping Mountains are connected, 
significantly, with the migrations of birds. “All of the birds who fly south must pass between 
them. Every little while they clap together, just as you clap your hands, and anyone caught 
between them is crushed to death.” This dangerous passage is an ordeal appointed by the 
Great Spirit, and “any geese that cannot fly fast will be crushed.” Whether or not the narrator 
“understood his material” we have no means of telling but it is impossible to doubt that the 
talking geese originally represented souls or that amongst them those who could not fly fast 
represented the uninitiated. 

“Rocks-That-Come-Together” are well known all over America. They are mentioned by 
the Franciscan Fathers’ Ethnologic Dictionary as “cliffs which bound together [crushing]”; in Fr. 
Berard Haile, Origin Legend of the Navaho Enemy Way (London, 1938), p. 125, as “two rocks 
that clap together”; and in Wheelwright’s Navajo Creation Myth as “crushing rocks” between 
which the Hero must pass. Other examples of the motif are cited from American sources by 
Paul Ehrenreich;23 in the South American Tupi saga of the heavenly ascent of two brothers, 
respectively human and divine; the way leads between clashing rocks, by which the mortal is 

20  Rūmī, Diwani Shams-i Tabrīz, cited in Nicholson’s “Additional Notes,” p. 239.
	
21 Tales and Traditions of the Eskimo (London, 1875), pp. 157-161.
	
22  C. E. Gillum, Beyond the Clapping Mountains, Eskimo Stories from Alaska (New York, 1943).
	
23 “Die Mythen und Legenden der Sudamerikanischen Urvölker und ihrer Beziehungen zu denen Nordamerikas 

und der alten Welt,” Zeit. f. Ethnologie, XXXVII (1905), Supplement. 

For some other parallels see S. Thompson, “European Tales among the North American Indians,” Colorado 
College Pub., Language Series, II (1919), pp. 319-471; A. H. Gayton, “The Orpheus Myth in North America,” 
Journal of American Folklore, XLVIII (1935), pp. 263-293; my “Sun-kiss,” pp. 46-67 (esp. 55-57), and comment 
by M. Titiev, Journal of the American Oriental Society, LX (1940), p. 270. Many or most of these parallels have to 
do with the metaphysics of light, the progenitive power (see “Sun-kiss,” note 13 for some of the references). One 
of the most remarkable is that of the Jicarilla Apache birth rite “where a cord of unblemished buckskin, called 
in the rite ‘spider’s rope,’ is stretched from the umbilicus of the child towards the sun” (M. E. Opler, Myths and 
Tales of the Jicarilla Apache Indians [New York, 1938], p. 19). This combines the Indian symbolism of the Sun as a 
spider (cf. Journal of the American Oriental Society, LV, pp. 396-398) whose threads are rays (sūtrātman doctrine), 
with the concept of the Sun equated with the vivifying Spirit, at the same time that it corresponds exactly to the 
Orthodox Christian conception of the Nativity, where (as at Palermo and in many Russian icons) the Madonna is 
evidently the Earth Goddess, and a (seventh) ray of light extends directly from the (otherwise six-rayed) Sun to 
the Bambino. 

Independent origins for such complex patterns are almost inconceivable: we are forced to suppose that we 
are dealing with a mythology of prehistoric and presumably neolithic antiquity. This is a consideration that will 
present no difficulty to anthropologists such as Father W. Schmidt, Franz Boas, Paul Radin, or Josef Strzygowski, 
who recognize no distinction of mental ability as between “primitive” and modern man, who, if capable at all of 
such abstract vision, is radically disinclined for it, and certainly does not found his art and literature upon it. 

34 

http:night.20


  

 

  
 

 

 

  

   
  

 
 

 

  

 

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #1 (Winter 1973)
	

crushed. In one North American version the door of the king of heaven is made of the two 
halves of the Eagle’s beak, or of his daughter’s toothed vagina, and with this Ehrenreich com-
pares the Polynesian tale of Maui’s brother crushed between the thighs of the Night Goddess. 
Ehrenreich holds that the “clashing rocks” are heaven and earth, the cleft between them be-
ing that at the horizon.24 Franz Boas25 cites the North American Indian story of the heavenly 
ascent of two brothers, who on their way must strike out the wedges from certain cloven tree 
trunks, by which they will be in danger of being crushed as the sides spring together. T. Waltz 
records that the Mexican dead “had to pass between clashing mountains” (Anthropologie der 
Naturvölker [Leipzig, 1864], IV.166); and in Codex Vindobonensis (leaf 21) there is a picture of 
two individuals climbing over a succession of mountains, of which two are cloven and no doubt 
to be understood as “clapping,” which might illustrate this deathway. 

The notion itself of “Floating Islands” is typically, although not by any means exclusively, 
Indian. The “worlds” or states of being are often spoken of as “islands” (dvīpa), India, for ex-
ample, being Jambudvīpa. That Earth in particular is such an island, originally submerged, and 
brought up in the beginning from the depths, is the basis of the adequate symbolism of Earth 
by a lotus flower or leaf, expanded upon the surface of the cosmic waters in response to the 
light of and as a reflection of the Sun, “the one lotus of the sky”: hence the lotus or, lotus-petal 
molding (which becomes in late Greek art the “egg-and-dart”) represents the archetypal “sup-
port” of existence. By the same token the terrestrial Agni is “lotus-born” (abja-ja);26 and that 
the manifested Gods and the Buddha are represented with lotus-pe27destals, thrones, or foot-
stools (as in the parallel case of the Egyptian Horus) is as much as to say that their feet are firmly 
based upon a ground that is really an “island” floating upon and surrounded by an ocean of all 
the possibilities of manifestation from which the particular compossibles of any given world 
must have been derived. For all this, moreover, there is a close parallel in the case of Rhodes, 
the “Island of the Rose”; for, as has often enough been demonstrated, the rose is the precise 
equivalent in European symbolism of the lotus in Asiatic, and Rhodes, a land that rose from 
the depths of the sea, is preeminently the Island of the Sun, who made her his wife and begot 
seven sons upon her (Cook, p. 986). The famous Colossus of Rhodes was of course an image of 
the Sun, and however late the legend may be that the legs (jambes!) of this image straddled the 
harbor, to form the jambs of a mighty door through which every ship must pass on entering or 
leaving port, the figure is manifestly that of a Sundoor. 

It is a highly characteristic feature of the “Active Door” that whoever or whatever passes 

24 Cf. Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad III.3.2 where, at the ends of earth, there is an interspace “as thin as the edge of a 
razor.” This seems to mean at the horizon; but it is normally at the Sundoor that one reaches “world’s end” and 
“breaks out of the universe.” 
25 Indianischer Sagen von der Nordwestkuste Amerikas (Berlin, 1905), p. 335.
	
26 In this connection cf. L. von Schroeder, Arische Religion II (1923), pp. 555-557. Von Schroeder justly assimilates 

Loki, “Sohn der Laufey, d.h. der ‘Laub-insel’” i.e., son of Leaf-island as his Mother, to Agni, the lotus-born, and to 

Apollo of Delos, an island that, having arisen from the sea, might be compared to the “water-born” (abja = lotus). 

Von Schroeder also compares Loki “Nadelsohn” to Agni saucika but cannot make out what the “Needle” is; it is, 

in fact, the Father, viz., the Thunderbolt, vajra (keraunos), lightning from above, “leaf” (Earth) and “needle” (Axis 

Mundi) being the lower and upper “fire-sticks” in this generation. For the “needle” as the “tool” with which the 

Mother Goddess “sews” her work see Ṛgveda II.32.4.
	
27 How such a figure could have been imagined can well be realized from Durer’s woodcut of the Angel whose 

“face was as the sun and his feet as pillars of fire: And he had in his hand a little book open: and he set his right 
foot upon the sea, and his left foot on the earth” (Rev. 10:1ff ). This revelation was made to St. John in Patmos, 
also an island risen from the sea. For a reproduction of Durer’s cut and its later imitations see Jahrbuch f. Hist. 
Volkskunde, II, p. 153ff. 
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through it must do so with all speed and suddenly, and even so may be docked of its “tail”; 
which tail may be, in the examples already considered, either the stern-point of a boat, or one 
of two brothers, or if there is a flock of birds (doves of Zeus or Eskimo geese) then the last of 
the line; or if the Hero wins through his pursuer may be caught. Striking examples of these fea-
tures can be cited in the widely diffused art and folktale motif of the “Hare and Hounds.” We 
need hardly say that the Hare is one of the many creatures (“birds,” men, or animals)28 that play 
the part of the Hero in the life-quest, or that the Dog is one of the many types of the defender 
of the Tree of Life; whatever details are suited to the symbolism of the robbery of a defended 
“garden enclosed” or “castle” are to be found amongst our variants. The hare-hunt has been dis-
cussed at length by the great folklorist Karl von Spiess,29 who cites a riddle, of Greek origin, but 
also widely diffused in Europe. It runs: “A wooden key, a watery lock; the Hare runs through, 
the Dog was caught.” One modern answer is: bucket and sea. But the original reference is to 
the crossing of the Red Sea, Moses being the Hare and the Pharaoh the Dog. It will be seen im-
mediately that the divided sea is a type of the Active Door (cf. above, on Day and Night) which 
in this case closes upon the pursuer. But the Hare does not always escape scot-free. Then, in 
the words of von Spiess, “This is the situation, viz., that the Hare has run into another world to 
fetch something—the Herb of Immortality. Thereupon the guardian Dog, pursuing the Hare, 
is hard upon it. But just where both worlds meet, and where the Dog’s domain ends, it is only 
able to bite off the Hare’s tail, so that the Hare returns to its own world docked. In this case the 
Dog’s jaws are the ‘Clapping Rocks.’” In the other and more typical case in which the Hero is a 
“bird,” and the Defender an archer,30 the “minor penalty” is represented by the loss of a feather 
or a leaf of the herb, which falls to earth and takes root there, to spring up as a terrestrial tree 
of life and knowledge; in this case the Hero’s wound is in his foot, and his vulnerability in this 
respect is related to the motif of “Achilles’ heel.” 

Whoever seeks to interpret myths in a purely rationalistic way, and considers the story of 
the Hare by itself, might argue that it represents no more than an aetiological myth of popular 
origin. But actually, that such myths are transmitted, it may be for thousands of years, by the 
folk to whom they have been entrusted, is no proof of their popular origin; it is in quite another 
sense than this that Vox populi vox Dei [the voice of the people is the voice of God]. As von 
Spiess clearly saw, the Hare is not only to be equated with the heroic “bird,” but also with the 
human and knightly heroes of otherworld adventures. We have, in fact, introduced the Hare at 
this point in order to lead up to the remarkable Celtic forms of the motif of the Active Door, 
in which the Hero escapes from its closing jaws almost literally by the skin of his teeth. In a 
typical form the story occurs in Chrétien’s Iwain (vv. 907-969).31 Iwain is riding in pursuit of 

28 For example, the Boar, “thief of the Fair” (vāma-moṣa), i.e., of Soma, Taittirīya Saṃhitā VI.2.4.2. An excel-
lent Rumanian version explains “Why the Stork has no Tail”: the Water of Life and Death can only be reached 
by passing between two constantly clashing mountains into a valley beyond them; it is fetched by a stork, who on 
his return barely escapes with the loss of his tail (F. H. Lee, Folktales of All Nations [London, 1931], pp. 836-838). 
29 “Die Hasenjagd” in Jahrbuch f. Hist. Volkskunde, V, VI (1937), pp. 243-267. Cf. L. von Schroeder, Arische 
Religion (Leipzig, 1923), II, p. 664ff. The Hare is normally the Hero, but may be the Dragon in disguise (A.H. 
Wratislaw, Sixty Folk-Tales, Exclusively from Slavonic Sources [London, 1889], no. 43). See also John Layard, The 
Lady of the Hare (London, 1945), and my review in Psychiatry, VIII (1945); and Philostratus, Vit. Ap. 3.39. 
30 For a part of this material, which I propose to discuss more fully elsewhere in a paper on “The Early Iconog-
raphy of Sagittarius-Kṛṣānu,” see Karl von Spiess, “Der Schuss nach dem Vogel” in Jahrbuch f. Hist. Volkskunde, 
V, VI (1937), pp. 204-235. 
31 W. W. Comfort, Chrétien de Troyes (London, 1913), p. 192. Cf. G. L. Kittredge, Gawain and the Green Knight 
(Cambridge, Mass., 1916), p. 244, and A. C. L. Brown, Iwain (Boston, 1903), p. 80. 
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the Defender of the Fountain Perilous, whom he has already wounded, and reaches the gateway 
of his palace, which was very high and wide, “yet it had such a narrow entrance-way that two 
men or two horses could scarcely enter abreast without interference or great difficulty; for it 
was constructed just like a trap which is set for the rat on mischief bent, and which has a blade 
above ready to fall and strike and catch, and which is suddenly released whenever anything, 
however gently, comes in contact with the spring. In like fashion, beneath the gate, there were 
two springs connected with a portcullis up above, edged with iron and very sharp. . . . Precisely 
in the middle the passage lay as narrow as if it were a beaten (single) track. Straight through 
it exactly the (wounded) knight rushed on, with my lord Iwain madly following him apace, 
and so close to him that he held him by the saddle-bow behind. It was well for him that he 
was stretched forward, for had it not been for this piece of luck he would have been cut quite 
through; for his horse stepped upon the wooden spring which kept the portcullis in place. Like 
a hellish devil the gate dropped down, catching the saddle and the horse’s haunches, which it 
cut off clean. But, thank God, my lord Iwain was only slightly touched when it grazed his back 
so closely that it cut both his spurs off even with his heels.”32 

Another variant occurs in La Mule sans Frein;33 here Gawain has crossed the Perilous Bridge 
of Dread (by which the Active Door is always approached) and reaches the castle from which 
he is to recover the stolen bridle; the castle is always revolving, like a mill-wheel or top, and 
the gate must be entered as it comes round; he succeeds, but the side of the moving gate cuts 
off a part of the mule’s tail; and in any case, as A. C. L. Brown justly remarks, “a revolving bar-
rier, or an active door of some kind, was a widespread motive of Celtic Otherworld story . . . 
before the time of Chrétien.” So, too, for Kittredge, “these traits are not the personal property 
of Chrétien.”34 

The Sky is, of course, the “revolving barrier” (cf. Philo, De confusione linguarum 100, and 
De opificio mundi 37), and the Sun the “active door.” It should be superfluous to emphasize that 
the traditional symbols are never the inventions of the particular author in whom we happen 
to find them: “the myth is not my own, I had it from my mother.” Euripides, in these words, 
shows that he knew better than such naive scholars as Sir J. G. Frazer and A. A. Macdonell, of 
whom the former saw in the theme of the Clashing Rocks “a mere creation of the storyteller’s 
fancy” and the latter in the related and almost equally widely distributed motif of the Fallen 
Feather “probably a mere embellishment added by the individual poet”! Our scholars, who 
think of myths as having been invented by “literary men,” overlook that the traditional motifs 
and traditional themes are inseparately connected. The traditional raconteur’s figures, which 
he has not invented, but has received and faithfully transmits, are never figures of speech, but 

The Russian hero Ivan is, doubtless, Gawain-Iwain; at any rate, a Prince Ivan brings back two flasks of the Water 
of Life, from where it is kept between two high mountains that cleave together except for a few minutes of each 
day, and as he returns, they close upon him and crush his steed’s hind legs (W. R. Ralston, Russian Folk-tales [New 
York, 1873], p. 235ff ). Cf. A. H. Wratislaw, Sixty Folk-Tales, pp. 280, 283. 
32 Motif of Achilles’ heel. Cf. Aitareya Brāhmaṇa III.27, where the Soma-guardian, Kṛṣānu (Sagittarius) cuts off 
a claw from Gāyatrī’s foot. 
33 See A. C. Brown, Iwain, pp. 80, 81, with other “variants of what may be called the active door type”: and “The 
Knight of the Lion,” Publications of the Modern Languages Association, XX (1905), pp. 673-706. Incidentally, we 
consider that “Symplegades” (= Sanskrit mithasturā) is the best “catch-word” for our motif, because the contrar-
ies involved are not always “rocks,” or even always the leaves of a door in the most literal and restricted sense of 
the word. 
34 G. L. Kittredge, Gawain and the Green Knight, pp. 244, 245. On the Bridge, Harvard Journal of Asiatic Studies, 
VIII (1944), p. 196ff. 
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always figures of thought; and one cannot ask which came first, the symbol or its significance, 
the myth or its ritual enactment. Nor can anything be called a science of folklore, but only a 
collection of data, that considers only the formulae and not their doctrine, “che s’asconde sotto 
’l velame dei versi strani” [that is hidden under the veil of the strange lines]. The materials col-
lected even in the present short article should suffice to convince the reader that, as the late Sir 
Arthur Evans once wrote, “The coincidences of tradition are beyond the scope of accident.” 

“The whirling castle,” as Kittredge says, “belongs to the same general category as perpetu-
ally slamming doors and clashing cliffs [symplegades]. . . . The turning castle has also its signifi-
cance with respect to the Other World.” This Otherworld is at once a Paradise and the World 
of the Dead,35 and in post-Christian folklore to be identified with Fairyland; it may be located 
overseas to the West, or Underwave, or in the Sky, but is always in various ways protected 
from all but the destined Hero who achieves the Quest. It is the Indian “Farther Shore” and 
Brahmaloka, and we are especially reminded of the latter by the fact that it is so often called 
the “land of no return” or “Val sans Retour.” This Otherworld can be regarded either as itself 
a revolving castle or city, or as a castle provided with a perpetually closing or revolving door. 
A notable example of the turning castle can be cited in the Fled Bricrend,36 where it belongs 
to Cu Roi (to be equated with Mananan mac Lir and the Indian Varuṇa) and revolves as fast 
as a millstone, while that its gateway is really the Sundoor is clearly indicated by the fact that 
the entrance “was never to be found after sunset.” The protection of the Otherworld and its 
treasures may consist in whole or part of a rampart of fire;37 and whether it be the Empyrean 
or, more rarely, the Terrestrial Paradise, the Door itself has terrible defenders, of types includ-
ing Scorpion-men, sleepless and baleful Serpents or Dragons, Centaurs (notably “Sagittarius”), 
Gandharvas, Cherubim (Genesis III.24, etc.) and in many cases armed Automata. We shall dis-
cuss these elsewhere in a longer article to be devoted to the “Early Iconography of Sagittarius.” 

Here we are primarily concerned with the Active Door itself and its significance. We shall 
conclude with a brief reference to the type of the Active Door that is described as a Wheel. A 
western example can be cited in Wigalois:38 here, in pursuit of the magician Rōaz—“a parallel 
figure to Curoi” (Brown, Iwain, p. 81)—Wigalois reaches a castle, with a marble gate, in front 
of which there turned a wheel “set with sharp swords and clubs.” The Mahābhārata (Pūna ed., 
I. ch. 29) describes what is assuredly the same Wheel much more fully: “There before the Soma 
Garuḍa beheld a razor-edged Wheel [cakra] of steel, covered with sharp blades, and continu-
ally revolving, as terribly bright as the sun, an engine [yantra] of unspeakably dreadful aspect, 
fitly devised by the Gods for the cutting to pieces of Soma-thieves; the Skyfarer [khecara]39 

35 “Or Zeus or Hades, by whichever name thou wouldst be called” (Euripides, Nauck, fr. 912); Plato, Laws 727D, 
“Hades . . . realm of the Gods yonder”; cf. Phaedo 68AB, “Hades,” where and where only is pure wisdom to be 
found. The distinction of Heaven from Hell is not of places but in those who enter; the Fire, as Jacob Boehme is 
fond of saying, is one and the same Fire, but of Love to those who are lovers, and of Wrath to those who hate. So 
in the Celtic mythology, Joyous Garde and Dolorous Garde are one as places, differing only according to our point 
of view. This is important for the iconography of the “Door.” 
36 Ed. G. Henderson, Irish Texts Society (London, 1899), II, 103, § 80; cf. Loomis, Celtic Myth and Arthurian 
Romance, p. 365; Brown, Iwain, pp. 51-55; Kittredge, Gawain and the Green Knight, pp. 244-245.
	
37 Imran Maeile Dúin, § p 32; William Larminie, West Irish tale of “Morraha” in West Irish Folk-Tales and Ro-
mances (London, 1893); Mahābhārata (Pūna ed.) I.29; Suparṇādhyāya, XXVI.5; Dante, Purgatoria.
	
38  Ed. Pfeiffer (Leipzig, 1847); see Brown, Iwain, p. 80.
	
39 Khe-cara here, however, with special reference to the penetration of the kha (= ākāśa, aither, claritas, quin-
ta essentia) of the Sundoor (“like the hole in the chariot-wheel,” yathā ratha-cakrasya kham, Bṛhadāraṇyaka 

Upaniṣad V.10; cf. Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa I.3.6 and Ṛgveda VIII.91.7), an aperture that as Void or Space-
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seeing an opening therein, hovered, and making a cast of his body suddenly [kṣaṇena]40 darted 
through between the spokes . . . flew off with the Water of Life” (amṛta, Soma). So, too, in 
the Suparṇādhyāna (25.3, 4) there is a mind-made Wheel of Indra’s, ever revolving faster than 
the winking of an eye, which Garuḍa, the Soma-thief, with his “more than speed,” passes (no 
doubt, through) and leaves behind him. To this very Wheel there is an illuminating reference in 
the much later Kathā Sarit Sāgara (Bk. VI, ch. 29, in C. H. Tawney’s version [Calcutta, 1880], 
I.257-259). Here Somaprabhā is a daughter of the Asura Maya, the well-known Titan “artificer 
of the Gods” (to be identified with Tvaṣṭṛ, described in Ṛgveda X.53.9 as māyā41 vet, Sāyaṇa 
devaśilpi—and in the last analysis with Thaumas, father of Iris [Hesiod Theogony 265, cf. Plato, 
Theatetus 155 D], and with such blacksmiths42 as Daedalus, Hephaistos, Vulcan, Wayland and 

absolute is to be equated with Brahma (Chāndogya Upaniṣad III.12.7, IV.10.4, Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad V.1 and 
see above, note 15); and is “within you” (Maitri Upaniṣad VII.11). “This turning disc is unique of heaven with the 
sun was the oldest divine symbol of the primordial religion—and also of the Chinese religion” (R. Schlosser, “Der 
Ursprung des chinesischen Käsch,” Artibus Asiae, V (1935), p. 165): “I saw Eternity the other night, Like a great 
Ring of pure and endless light. . . . Some . . . soar’d up into the Ring” (Vaughn). 
40 The “moment” (kṣaṇa) of transition here corresponds to the “single moment of full awakening” (eka-kṣaṇa-
abhisambodha) which in Prajñāpāramitā (Mahāyāna Buddhist) doctrine is the last step of the Via Affirmativa 
(śaikṣa mārga) and is an awakening to “Non-duality” (advaya), i.e., from the illusion of Duality, followed immedi-
ately by the attainment of Buddhahood (see E. Obermiller, “The Doctrine of Prajñāpāramitā,” Acta Orientalia, XI 
(1932), pp. 63, 71, 81). Cf. Acts 2:2 (the “sound” of the Holy Ghost signifies suddenness). All spiritual operations 
are necessarily “sudden,” because whatever is eternal is also immediate; “the now that stands still is said to make 
eternity” (St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, I.10.2). So mythical events are eternal (nitya), “once for all” 
(sakṛt), “today” (sadya) or “now” (nu) (Ṛgveda passim); and this “once for all” is what is really meant by the “long 
ago” and “once upon a time” of our fairy-tales. In any ease, the passage of an interval that is “not a sensible extent 
of time” must be “instantaneous” by hypothesis XXVI.5. 
41 Māyā (√mā, measure, fashion, make), the “Art” or “Power” of creation and transformation, is an essentially 
divine property and can be rendered by “Magic” only in Jacob Boehme’s sense (Sex Puncta Mystica, V.1, see my 
Hinduism and Buddhism, note 257). In connection with the Titan Maya, Māyā must be identified with his wife 
Līlāvatī, who can be called “Illusion” only in the literal and etymological sense of the word, as being the “means” 
of the divine Līlā, and the “Wisdom” who finds out the knowledge of “witty inventions” and belonged to the Lord 
“in the beginning of his way, before his works of old” (Proverbs 8:12 ff ). 

The creation is always conceived in these terms, viz., as māyā-maya, a “product of art”; this Vedantic māyā-vada 
doctrine must not be understood to mean than the world is a “delusion,” but that it is a phenomenal world and 
as such a theophany and epiphany by which we are deluded if we are concerned with nothing but the wonders 
themselves, and do not ask “Of what?” all these things are a phenomenon. 

When Indra himself is the Soma-thief and Grail-winner it is by overcoming the “devices” (māyāḥ) of the Titans 
that he makes the Soma “his alone” (Ṛgveda VII.98.5): and wielding this “power” himself “he casts appearances 
upon his own life-thread” (Ṛgveda III.53.8). It is by his Art (māyayā) that the Lord (“this is the mover in the hearts 
of mortal things”) moves all these elemental-beings “that are mounted on their engines”; at the same time the 
Operator himself is concealed by the Art in which he is “wrapt up” and that is very “hard to penetrate,” but which 
those who reach him are said to “cross over” (Bhagavad Gītā XVIII.61, VII.14.25). It is in this way precisely that 
Rājyadhara in Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara VII.9 populates his “city”; this man and this world being the stages on which the 
archetypal Thaumaturgus and Playwright exhibits himself. There can be no greater mistake than to suppose that 
such stories as those of Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara were composed only to amuse; it is a form of the pathetic fallacy that 
likewise explains the forms of primitive and popular art as products only of a “decorative” instinct. On māyā, cf. 
Journal of the American Oriental Society LXVI (1946), p. 152, note 28. 
42 In connection with “smiths,” compare the ballad of the “Two Magicians” (Child, no. 44), “then she became 
a duck, and he became a drake,” etc., with Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad I.44, “she became a mare, and he became a 
stallion,” etc.,—a good illustration of the fact that “collective memory preserves sometimes . . . archaic symbols 
which are in essence purely metaphysical . . . especially those symbols which are related to ‘theories,’ even if these 
theories are no longer understood” (Mircea Eliade, in Zalmoxis, II [1939], p. 78). The “catchwords” of Folklore are, 
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Regin). Somaprabhā (“Soma-Radiance”) assumes a human form and entertains her mortal friend 
Kalingasenā with a variety of Automata, described as “self-empowered wooden puppets.”43 

There she explains to Kalingasenā’s father as follows: “O King, these cunning engines, etc., in 
their endless variety, are works of art that were made by my father of old. And even as this great 
engine, the world, is in essence a product of the five elements, so are these engines. Hear about 
them, one by one: that one of them in which Earth is the basis is that which closes doors and 
the like, and even Indra could not open what it has closed; the forms that are produced from 
the Water-device seem to be alive; the engine that is wrought of Fire gives forth flames; the Air 
engine performs such acts as coming and going; the engine of which Ether is the constitution 
utters language distinctly.44 All these I got from my father. But the Wheel-engine that guards the 
Water of Life that he only, and no one else, understands.” Here it is highly significant that the 
magician, master of the Active Door, is also a maker of Automata, and further, that he is not 
originally a God, but a Titan. The Automata in this context are significant because, as remarked 

in fact, the signs and symbols of the Philosophia Perennis. 
43 For Automata in analogous western literature see note 46, and M. B. Ogle, “The Perilous Bridge and Human 
Automata” in Modern Language Notes XXV (1920), pp. 129-136. N. M. Penzer, in discussing Automata (The 
Ocean of Story [Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara], III [1925], pp. 56-59 and IX [1928], p. 149) rather misses their “point” and 
so fails to make them move; that is, he considers them only from the standpoint of the historian of literature, and 
makes no attempt at exegesis. Even here we can only deal with the theme very briefly. Not only is the world itself 
an “engine” devised by the Great Engineer (from whom, as St. Augustine says, all human ingenium derives), but 
all its inhabitants are in the same way wooden (hylic) engines driven by his power (cf. Maitri Upaniṣad II.6)— 
“wooden,” because the “material” of which the world is made is a “wood” (dāru, vana = hule); and for the same 
reason the Artist “through whom all things were made” is inevitably a “carpenter” (takṣa, tektōn, armostes). 

From this point of view the myth of the City of Wooden Automata in the Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara (The Ocean of 
Story) VII.9 can be understood if we compare its wordings with those of Maitri Upaniṣad II.6 where Prajāpati (the 
biunity of the Sacerdotium and Regnum, represented in Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara by the carpenter brothers Prāṇadhara 
and Rājyadhara) beholds his conceptions (prajāḥ), as it were, as stones or stocks until he enters into them, and 
from within their heart, by means of his rays-or-reins (raśmayaḥ = aktines, Hermes Trismegistus, Lib. X.22, cf. 
XVI.7), operates and governs them, as the potter or charioteer drives his wheel or vehicle—“This is the mover 
in the hearts of mortal things” (Dante, Paradiso I.116). Rājyadhara’s city is assuredly the same as that of the 
Tripurārahasya (Hemacuda section V.119-124), where the Prime Mover “though single, multiplies himself, mani-
fests as the city and the citizens, and pervades them all, protects and holds them. Without him, they would all be 
scattered and lost like pearls without the string of the necklace (cf. Bhagavad Gītā VII.7). . . . If that city decays, 
he collects the inmates together, leads them to another, and remains their master” (as in Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad 
IV.4.3-4). Alike for the Vedic tradition and Plato, Man is the “City of God” (brahmapura), and there can be no 
doubt that it is to this city that the myth of Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara really points. 

Śaṇkarācārya often explains the Aupaniṣada formulations of the “thread-spirit” (sūtrātman) doctrine, to which 
the “string of the necklace” refers, by the metaphor of the “wooden puppet” (dāru-putrikā, in comment on 
Bṛhadāraṇyaka Upaniṣad III.4.1 and 7.1), as in Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara. It is in the same way that for Plato (Laws 644-
645, 803-804) God is the Puppeteer and men his toys (“and as regards the best in us, that is what we really are”), 
and that for Philo (De opificio mundi, 117) we are puppets of which the strings are moved by the immanent Duke. 
This operation of his toys on the world stage is precisely what is called God’s “Game” or “Sport” (līlā), and it is by 
no means accidentally that Kathā-Sarit-Sāgara describes the working of his puppets as Rājyadhara’s “royal game”; 

All this is a game that the Divinity maketh for Itself; 
For Its own sake hath It devised created things. 
(Angelus Silesius, Cherubinische Wandersmann II.198) 

For further references see my “Līlā” in Journal of the American Oriental Society, XLI (1941), pp. 98-101 and “Play 

and Seriousness” in Journal of Philosophy, XXXIX (1942), pp. 550-552.
	
44 The natural connection; cf. Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa I.23.1, “the Voice speaks from the Ether” (ākāśāt); 

so also Mahābhārata III.156.13, “an incorporeal Voice from the Ether” (ākāśāt). Cf. Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa 
I.28.3-4; Acts 2:3-4. 
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by J. Douglas Bruce,45 the European “mediaeval automata . . . are created for some special func-
tion, usually to guard an entrance.” In the Perlesvaus, for example, Gawain comes to a turning 
castle, the door of which is guarded by two men “made by art and necromancy,” while in the 
prose Lancelot the gate of the Dolorous Garde is defended by copper figures of armed knights. 

The sun-bright Wheel that guards the supra-solar Otherworld is, naturally the Wheel of 
the Sun himself which Indra tears away from the Great Fiend when either he, or the Falcon for 
him, robs the Scorcher of “all life’s support” (Ṛgveda IV.28.2, etc.).46 It is also, in other words, 
the sparkling sun-hued Brahma Wheel of Fire of Maitri Upaniṣad VI.24; and the guarded Sun-
door of Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa I.3, 5 and 6, where the “opening in the sky” is covered 
all over (concealed) by rays (the spokes of the “Wheel”) and it is only by his Truth that the 
Comprehensor “is enabled to pass through the midst of the Sun” and is thus “altogether freed,” 
attaining that Immortality, or Water of Life that rises in the Land of Darkness “beyond the 
Sun.” Hence also the invocation, “Disperse thy rays and gather in thy radiance, that he-whose-
norm-is-truth may see thy fairest form” (Iśa Upaniṣad 15, 16, etc.). “Disperse”; because these 
rays are the multitude of his powers by which all things are quickened and moved, and col-
lectively the actuality or truth by which the “Truth of the truth” is concealed (Bṛhadāraṇyaka 
Upaniṣad I.6.3, II. 1.20, with Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa as above), just as also for Philo (De 
opificio mundi 71) and Dionysius the uncreated is hidden “by the piercing splendor and rushing 
torrent of the rays.”47 The Sundoor itself, thus hidden by the dazzling rays that illumine and 
enliven every living being, in whom they operate as the “powers of the soul,” is precisely the 
“point” at the center of the fiery Wheel, at which they intersect; and since, in the most general 
case, the sun is “seven-rayed,”48 and is situated in the middle, whence the six directions of the 

45  “Human Automata in Classical Tradition and Mediaeval Romance,” Modern Philology, X (1913), p. 524 ff.
	
46  See also Ṛgveda IV.30.4; IV.31.4; V.29.10; VI.20.5, 6; VII.98.10.
	
47 Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa I.3.5, “through the midst of the Sun, concealed by rays,” corresponds exactly to 

Plato, Phaedrus 247B, “the Immortals proceed steeply upwards to the top of the vault of Heaven and take their 

stand beyond, outside it.”
	
48 For the “seven-rayed” Sun see my “Symbolism of the Dome,” Indian Historical Quarterly, XIV (1938), pp. 

7-9, and Jaiminīya Upaniṣad Brāhmaṇa I.28-29. Cf. note 23. This pattern, again, is one of almost worldwide distri-
bution; it is represented, for example, in the “seven gifts of the Spirit” and by the “seven eyes” of the Lamb, and 

those of Cuchullain. Note that the “seventh and best ray,” passing through the center of the Sun-wheel to “break 

out of the dimensioned universe, intersecting everything” (Hermes Trismegistus, Lib XI.2.9) and so “bursting 

through the Sundoor,” as Maitri Upaniṣad VI.30 expresses it (“for there is no approach by a side path”), bisects 

the three pairs of contrary spatial diameters; coinciding also, throughout its extent as Axis Mundi, vertical of the 

Stauros, and Vedic skambha, it “divides all things of the right hand from those of the left.” This “seventh ray,” is 

then, precisely the principle that is represented by Philo’s (probably Pythagorean) “Severing Word” (logos tomeus)
	
(Heres, passim); and, accordingly, by “the central and seventh light” of the seven-branched golden Candlestick, 

which “divides and separates the threes,” and corresponds to the Sun attended by the other six planets (Heres 

215ff ).
	

It follows naturally from these lucid formulations that the point at which the severing Axis intersects whatever 
plane of reference will be the “Sundoor” of the realm next below it, and so on through the ascending hierarchy of 
the worlds until we reach the capstone of the cosmic roof which is the “harmony of the whole edifice” (Pausanias 
IX.38.3; cf. “through the harmony,” Hermes Trismegistus, Lib. I.14.25), “like a great Ring” (Vaughn) or Flower 
(Pāli kaṇṇikā), through which the Way leads on to the “Plain of Truth” of which there can be no true report in 
terms of human speech (Phaedrus 247C, Kena Upaniṣad I.2-8, etc.). In other words, the Severing Logos is at once 
the narrow path that must be followed by every Hero, the Door that he must find, and the logical Truth and High-
est Spirit of Reason that he must overcome if he would enter into the eternal life of the land “East of the Sun and 
West of the Moon.” This is also the “Logos of God,” the trenchant Word that like a two-edged sword, “sunders” 
soul from Spirit (Hebrews 4:12); “sunders,” because whoever enters must have left himself (Achilles’ heel, all that 
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cosmic cross (trivṛd vajra) extend, so that the universe is “filled” with light, it will be seen that 
the way in by what is called the “seventh and best ray,” viz., that which passes through the solar 
disk and so out of the dimensioned universe, leads as before in the case of the Clapping Rocks 
between contrary pairs, in this case East and West, North and South, Zenith and Nadir. The 
Way is always a “Middle Way,” or as Boethius expresses it, “Truth is a mean between contrary 
heresies” (Contra Evtychen VII). 

* * * 

It remains only to consider the full doctrinal significance of the Symplegades. What the formula 
states literally is that whoever would transfer from this to the Otherworld, or return, must do 
so through the undimensioned and timeless “interval” that divides related but contrary forces, 
between which, if one is to pass at all, it must be “instantly.” The passage is, of course, that 
which is also called the “strait gate” and the “needle’s eye.” What are these contraries, of which 
the operation is “automatic”? We have already seen that the antithesis may be of Fear and 
Hope, or North and South, or Night and Day. These are but particular cases of the polarity that 
necessarily characterizes any “conditioned” world. A “world” without pairs of opposites—good 
and evil, pleasure and pain, love and hate, near and far, thick and thin, male and female, positive 
and negative, “all these pairs” (Kauṣītaki Upaniṣad I.4, cf. Philo, Heres 132, 207-214)—would 
be an “unconditioned” world, a world without accidents, change, or becoming, logically incon-
ceivable and of which experience would be impossible. 

It is, then, precisely from these “pairs” that liberation must be won, from their conflict that 
we must escape, if we are to be freed from our mortality and to be as and when we will: if, in 
other words, we are to reach the Farther Shore and Otherworld, “where every where and every 
when are focused,” “for it is not in space, nor hath it poles” (Paradiso XXIX.22 and XXII.67). 
Here, under the Sun, we are “overcome by the pairs” (Maitri Upaniṣad III.1): here, “every be-
ing in the emanated-world moves deluded by the mirage of the contrary-pairs, of which the 
origin is in our liking and disliking. . . . But to those who are freed from this delusion of the pairs 
. . . freed from the pairs that are implied by the expression ‘weal and woe,’ these reach the place 
of invariability” (Bhagavad Gītā VII.27.28 and XV.5), i.e., the place of their coming together or 
coincidence (samayā), through their midst or in between (samāya) them. 

It is then deeply significant that in the Greenland saga, the Hero, on his way to the Other-
world in which he finds his “dead” son “living,” cannot circumvent the paired bergs (which are 
the “lions in his path”), for they “always get ahead of him” however far he goes to either side. 
It is inevitably so, because the contraries are of indefinite extension, and even if we could sup-
pose an equally indefinite journey to the point at which “extremes meet,”49 this would be still 
a meeting place of both extremes, and there would be no way through to a beyond or a within 
except at their meeting point; a cardinal “point” that has no fixed position, since the distinc-
tion of the correlated members of any pair of contrary qualities (e.g., long and short) is only 
to be found where we actually make it; and without extent, seeing that it is one and the same 
“limit” that simultaneously unites and divides the contraries of which it is no part—“strait is 
the gate and narrow is the way, which leadeth unto life, and few there be that find it” (Matthew 
VII.14). It is for the same reasons that the passage must be made so “suddenly”: it is from the 

was vulnerable in him) behind him; our sensitive soul being the “mortal brother” and the “tail” or “appendage” of 
which the Master Surgeon’s knife—Islamic Dhuʾl-fiqār—relieves us, if we are prepared to submit to his operation. 
49 “That eternal Point where all our lines begin and end” (Ruysbroeck, The Seven Cloisters, ch. 19); Dante’s “point 
at which all times are present” (Paradiso XVII.17); Meister Eckhart’s “the point of the circle” (Pfeiffer ed. p. 503). 
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world of time (i.e., past and future) to an eternal Now, and between these two worlds, tempo-
ral and timeless, there can be no possible contact but in the “moment without duration” that 
for us divides the past from the future, but for the Immortals includes all times. 

The “moment” has come at last to understand the poignant words of Nicolas of Cusa in 
the De visione Dei (ch. IX, fin.): “The wall of the Paradise in which Thou, Lord, dwellest, is 
built of contradictories, nor is there any way to enter but for one who has overcome the high-
est Spirit of Reason who guards its gate,” and to recall the promise, “To him that overcometh 
will I give to eat of the Tree of Life, which is in the midst of the Paradise of God” (Rev. II.7).50 

In this doctrine and assurance are reaffirmed what has always been the dogmatic significance 
of the Symplegades and of the Hero’s Quest—“I am the Door,” and “No man cometh to the 
Father but by Me.” 

50 “It is not for you to know the times and the seasons, which the Father hath put in his own power” (Acts 1:7). 
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Correspondence
	

REALISATION 

Sir,
	
I have read with interest the comments of F.S. published in the Spring number of Studies in 

Comparative Religion which refer to my article published in a previous number of the journal.
	

With all due deference I would like to comment on some particular points. But first may I 
make a general remark? At one point in his criticism F.S. says that language functions by associa-
tion of ideas and most of what I want to say relates, I believe, to this. 

To begin with let me agree that “Realisation” without qualification was a misleading title 
for my article. As F.S. says to “realise” is to “make real”, but it is necessary to specify what is to 
be made real if the word is to have any concrete meaning. What I had in mind was the realisa-
tion, the making real in one’s own life, of a greater depth of meaning than had been previously 
realised in Scriptural and other writings and also of the presence of God shining through the 
created world. 

With regard to the phrase “a strange and unobtainable state of being” may I point out that 
this was not stated in my article as a definition, but as a view which had been expressed to 
me by some people. These could be only an infinitesimal number of readers, I have no means 
of knowing. F.S. goes on to speak of a serious ambiguity “for the reader is offered no means of 
knowing why the notion represented by Realisation, with a capital R, is false”; but surely it is 
clear that what is false is not realisation but the notion that it is a strange and unattainable state 
of being. The whole article was expressly described as written as a Christian point of view and 
the views of Vedantines or other initiates was therefore not in question. 

My article referred to the first Beatitude; “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the 
Kingdom of Heaven”. My point was very simply that, whatever the fullness of truth of which 
one is aware at any given stage on the way, this is not yet the Kingdom of Heaven. If one clings 
to what one has already attained and is unaware of one’s relative poverty, one can fail to go 
forward to greater knowledge. I am surprised that I was accused of seeing “poverty in grace”. 
I did not mention grace in this context, and the Orthodox view of grace, to which I subscribe, 
would preclude such a thought, since it defines grace as God in His Divine energies communi-
cating Himself to His creatures, as the very presence of God offering Himself to his creatures 
and calling them, as St. Peter says, to be partakers of the divine nature. Thus grace is not created, 
not even a reflection of the Absolute. 

F.S. writes of the necessary relationship between human effort and divine grace. My article 
referred to this, though somewhat indirectly, when speaking of the need to be open to God’s 
grace, to make the effort necessary to listen to be attentive and undistracted. A continual, un-
distracted openness involves a very considerable effort. 

With regard to “being transported out of the world” Christ said of His disciples “I pray not 
that Thou shouldest take them out of the world”. This seems to imply that His followers would 
not wish to be transported out of the world, but to remain in it though not of it. It is of course 
necessary to distinguish the different uses of the word as St. Isaac the Syrian says; “when you 
hear that it is necessary to withdraw from the world you must learn to understand the term 
‘world’, not in its everyday meaning but in its purely inward significance”. It is said that a monk 
or hermit must take “the whole world with him” even in his solitude and must continue to 
bear the burden of the world. I wonder if the Christian concept of remaining in the world but 
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not of it is very different from that of being transported out of the world and “so knowing and 
understanding the world far better”. The Christian’s viewpoint is that he sees a world transfig-
ured, shining with the presence of God. 

I think it is unfortunate that “faith, the sacraments and the virtues” are grouped together as 
general conditions, and prayer as the essential condition for Christian realisation because it ob-
scures the fact, however unintentionally, that the sacraments are essential and on an altogether 
different plane from faith and the virtues, since they are acts of God which reach down to man 
using the matter of the world and transforming it by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, so that it 
becomes Spirit bearing. They have therefore a cosmic and eschatalogical significance as well as 
communicating divine life. Thus the Christian sees the matter of the world as potentially Spirit 
bearing. This is relevant to what was said above about a trans-figured world. 

With regard to what F.S. says about the Blessed Virgin I would like to quote a passage from 
a well known theologian, Vladimir Lossky, which expresses the Orthodox point of view. “She 
who bore God according to the flesh also kept in her heart all the sayings that revealed the di-
vine nature of her Son. This is a testimony concerning the spiritual life of the Mother of God. 
It shows us that she was not simply an instrument who willingly let herself be used in the In-
carnation; she was also a person who sought to realise in her own consciousness the meaning of 
the fact of her divine maternity. After having offered her human nature to the Son of God, she 
sought to receive through Him that which she did not yet have in common with Him, partici-
pation in the divine nature. The natural connection which linked her to the God-man did not, 
in itself, confer upon her person the state and privilege of deification, although the Holy Spirit 
came to her to make her fit to accomplish her unique task”. 

This statement may be better understood if it is realised that the Orthodox Church does 
not accept the dogma of the Immaculate-Conception as formulated by the Catholic Church1 

but sees Mary as among those who were born under the Old Covenant. That is why her unique 
vocation does not separate her from the rest of humanity; and yet, as Lossky says, “her own ho-
liness was not limited thereby; she realised the greatest sanctity which the Church can attain”, 
and the Church has accorded her titles greater than those given to any saint. 

I am not very clear why conversion could have been a suitable title for my article; a refer-
ence to spiritual experience might have been appropriate but in the modern world this runs 
the risk of being interpreted as an experience which does not involve the whole man, body, 
mind, soul and spirit. It might also suggest that what is sought is an experience rather than God 
Himself. 

London, 12.1.73 

D. M. DEED. 

The Papal decree of 1854 reads as follows: we declare, pronounce and define the doctrine holding that the Most 
Blessed Virgin Mary was from the first moment of her conception preserved immune from the fall of original sin 
by a singular (unique) grace and privilege of Almighty God in view of the merits of Christ Jesus, Saviour of the 
human race. 
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Book Reviews
	
HINDUISM 


Edited by John R. Hinnells and Eric J. Sharpe 

(Oriel Press. £2.00.)
	

There is a growing desire among teachers and pupils alike that religions other than Chris-
tianity should be included in syllabuses of religious education. This book seeks to make 
available to teachers and students of education some of the academic and educational 
material necessary for a course on Hinduism. It is intended primarily to be a tool for the 
teacher, providing concise information on Hinduism and suggestions on how the informa-
tion might be conveyed and the pupil stimulated, together with guides to general and 
advanced reading, a glossary and index, and a survey of the audio-visual aids available 
for use in the classroom. 

from the Editors’ Introduction. 

Will it work? Hinduism, Buddhism, Judaism, Islam, taught as regular courses in primary and 
secondary schools? Even assuming that the concept is operable, can an already crowded cur-
riculum withstand further pressure? The answer according to the editors and contributors to 
this volume—professors and lecturers in comparative religion and religious studies in English 
universities, as well as a headmaster and a primary school teacher—is that Oriental and West-
ern children are already sharing classrooms in a world where contemporary Eastern cultures are 
clearly more tangible than those of classic Greece and Rome—a de facto situation demanding 
an adequate response. An aside is needed here on the attitude of the Roman Catholic Church, 
whose current auto-dismemberment is at the same time rendering vulnerable its traditional 
exclusivism. It now seems inevitable that a condition for any liturgical and doctrinal restoration 
(without which the Western Church is dead) will be the recognition of what is correspondingly 
legitimate in all other faiths : the world simply has grown too small, the promulgation of infor-
mation too prevalent, and the Church too pregnable to persist in exacting fealty to a unilateral 
absolutism that derogates non-Christian religions. 

The method envisaged is to draw attention to mutually similar—howbeit seemingly dis-
similar—perspectives regarding the purpose and end of life. With this in view, religions are to 
be studied from six dimensions—doctrinal, mythological, ethical, ritual, experiential, and so-
cial. As the mastery of another language facilitates penetrating the construction of one’s native 
tongue, so would the exploration of other religions give a better understanding of the meaning 
of one’s own. While ours is a multi-religious society, “it is hard for anyone in a Western Chris-
tian society to view his faith and culture objectively. Even atheists in Britain are Christian athe-
ists whether they like it or not.” Concrete identification with other faiths would be promoted 
through classroom projects using charts and posters arranged by the pupils that depicted, for 
example, daily life in a typical Indian village, showing the relationship of the temple to the 
home, and tracing the devotional practices of Indian children with their families, at festivals, 
and so forth. This would be supplemented in the measure feasible with exposure to Indian 
music, dancing, and possibly Yoga, as well as lectures from Hindus themselves on their culture. 
The Râmâyana and Mahâbhârata would be presented as sacred history, similar to the stories of 
the Old Testament; and students would be asked to compare from an Indian standpoint British 
ways with Hindu, in order to evaluate the formal structure of a civilization with respect to its 
inward beliefs. It would then be seen how a society reverencing nature, preoccupied with the 
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present, and conditioned among other things by the concept of karma, must inevitably differ 
from one that places its faith in technology, progress, and a relativistic humanism. 

Part One of Hinduism is designed for the teacher, being forty-one articles, each approxi-
mately a thousand words in length, surveying different aspects of Hindu culture from the earli-
est times to the present. The entries are roughly on a par with what a good encyclopaedia could 
offer ; but there is the obvious advantage in having this material ready to hand—provided that 
one allows for the limitations inherent in the nature of encyclopaedias. Pandits, for example, 
would certainly impute to ignorance the editors’ bewilderment in searching behind its “stag-
gering diversity” for a coherent definition of Hinduism (“In short, whatever it is, and whatever 
its unity, that unity is neither doctrinal nor organizational”); while European scholars will chal-
lenge the assumption that “although the West claims to know a fair amount about Hinduism, 
what is known best is the sophisticated religion and philosophy of a rather small minority, 
while the actual beliefs and practices of the overwhelming majority of Hindus remain virtually 
unknown.” And are we to swallow the statement: “That India is ‘spiritual’ while the West is 
‘materialistic’ is of course a myth”? Naturally every civilization contains elements of both, but 
the India we see today clearly manifests her spiritual origins, whereas the structure of the mod-
ern West is hardly Christian in essence—to say the least. The editors may consider themselves 
free of strictly “Christian prejudices”, but the patrimony of the white man’s burden still clings 
in the remark that it took the British to give India “a language of universal communication”, 
or again, where the same editor concedes with characteristic colonial phlegm: “It goes without 
saying that not everything the British did in India is to the West’s credit.” 

From a doctrinal point of view, the sketches cover the essential outlines of Hinduism, but 
the information is not to be accepted uncritically. The book fails to mention that the Bhagavad-
Gîta—unlike the rest of the Mahâbhârata—for believers is sruti, being a revealed compendium 
of the Vedas; moreover, the Gîta is not at all exclusively bhaktic, since the dimension of jnâna 
also pervades the scripture. To the worldly-minded, Hindu philosophy may appear “pessi-
mistic”, but in point of fact neither optimism nor pessimism enters into a system of thought 
objectively based on the nature of reality. Buddhism in its turn is described as denying belief 
in a permanent self. One would think Coomaraswamy had never clarified these matters; and 
indeed, his name is pointedly omitted for a reference work on India pretending to full bib-
liographies,—and all the more notably as this book is financed by the Spalding Trust which 
Coomaraswamy helped create; the sole allusion to his name is in the last paragraph of the book 
: “A.K.C. lectures provided at King’s College…”. Just two more details: Aurobindo Ghose is 
not “the greatest intellect of our age” (to believe Radhakrishnan), but simply one of the more 
salient deviations of modern India; and astrology is of neither geocentric nor heliocentric orien-
tation, being based uniquely on the science of relationships. 

The editors hope that studies of this kind on Judaism, Islam, and Buddhism will be forth-
coming. This of course presents the scholar aspiring for a master’s degree in comparative reli-
gion with an accumulating problem of language qualifications. “Adding Sanskrit or even Pali or 
Arabic to an already heavy and wide-ranging syllabus, the study of theology would become im-
possible.” Their answer is that one must rely more and more on good translations. A knowledge 
of Greek, for example, “is not essential to an understanding of Christianity; millions of Greek-
less people have understood it much better than most theologians”. This is true, provided one 
substitutes the word “some” for “most”. 

WHITALL N. PERRY. 
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New Books
	
Two books, recently published, are of interest to all students of Buddhism. Mudra, by Chögyam 
Trungpa. (Shambala, distributed by Routledge & Kegan Paul, £1.95) is a collection of poems, 
either written by Chögyam Trungpa himself, in Tibetan and English, or translated by him from 
the originals of the Tibetan Teachers Jigme Lingpa and Petrul Rinpoche. The latter are, as the 
translator says, advanced teaching, but “self-secret”, only to be understood fully by those ready 
for such strong meat. There is also a poem by Tilopa, followed by an exposition of The Way of 
the Buddha. The book ends with an interpretation of the Ten Oxherding Pictures as drawn by 
Tomikichiro Tokurika. While Mudra has both a popular and scholarly appeal, Unknown Bud-
dhist Stories in an Arabic Version, with the Introduction, Text and Translation by S. M. Stern & 
Sofie Walzer, (Cassirer, distributed by Luzac & Co. £2.00) is entirely a scholarly work of great 
interest to students of Buddhism and Arabic alike. As the introduction says, the present study 
contains three stories, translated from Sanskrit into Middle Persian, which have never been 
published, hitherto, in their original Arabic text, or translated into any European language. The 
stories are : “The Story of the King’s Grey Hair”, “The Story of the Skull—is it a King’s or a 
Pauper’s?” and “The Prince who flees his Home and then refuses to marry a Princess”, a new 
account of Buddha’s abandonment of his father’s palace and the world. The Arabic text is paral-
lelled with the English translation and the parables open up new vistas. 

Buddhist Meditation, by Edward Conze, (Allen & Unwin. 75p.) is a new paper-back edition 
of the book first published in the Ethical and Religious Classics of East and West, in 1956. Dr. 
Conze’s well-known and scholarly work needs no introduction; it consists largely of excerpts 
from Buddhaghosa’s Path of Purity, translated from Pali, Sanskrit and Tibetan, with an introduc-
tion on the purpose of Buddhist meditation and its impact on modern psychotherapy and the 
attainment of mental health, but Dr. Conze warns that “the meditations can thrive only in the 
climate of a living spiritual tradition” and that the “upper ranges of the virtues of mindfulness, 
concentration and wisdom demand a reformation of the conduct of life which is greater than 
almost any layman is willing to undertake. It is quite idle to pretend that they do not involve a 
complete break with the established habits of life and thought”. 

The Free Mind, by Robert Powell, (Julian Press. $6.) is a miscellany of essays and talks on 
freedom. The author maintains that the present social structure is, in essence, the cause of the 
chaotic state of society, but the society we have is the society we have made, based on man’s 
personal greed, corruption and violence, and if a new and better society is to be brought about 
the individual must change himself on the personal level. At times, however, the “freedom” 
invoked sounds perilously near anarchy. 

Opening the Bible, by Thomas Merton, (Allen & Unwin. hardback £1.75, paperback 65p.) 
is the last book to be completed by Father Merton. In it he maintains that the Bible is a book 
which has been distorted to make it appear partial, narrow and exclusive, whereas its message 
is “precisely a message of unity and reconciliation, an all-embracing and positive revelation 
from which nothing real is excluded”. We live on the threshold of a new age, at a “time of de-
cisive response” and the Bible is related to the needs of the contemporary world. In the short 
space of eighty-four pages Fr. Merton ranges over other religions, as widely different as Taoism, 
Confucianism, Buddhism and Judaism and the works of authors such as Bonhoeffer, Marx, 
Fromm and Pasolini. 

Shambala Publications, whose books are being distributed in the U.K. by Routledge & Ke-
gan Paul, have published two books by Dane Rudhyar: The Pulse of Life, paper-back, 90p., is 
sub-titled “New Dynamics in Astrology”; it is concerned with the zodiac as a dynamic process. 

48 



 

 

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #1 (Winter 1973)
	

Abandoning the materialistic and static viewpoint, the forces of the universe are interpreted 
more in accordance with the ancient ideas of the eternal flux and the cyclic interplay of the 
dual yin-yang forces within man and the cosmos. Astrology is seen as “a remarkable tool for the 
understanding of human experience considered as the field for a cyclic interplay of polar ener-
gies or attitudes”. The signs of the zodiac are dealt with as twelve phases of human experience. 
The second book, The Lunation Cycle, paperback, £1.20, was first published under the title The 
Moon and has now been revised, enlarged and completely reset. It explains astrology as a tech-
nique for the study of life cycles and regular patterns in the sequence of events which constitute 
man’s inner and outer experience; “with the lunation cycle we enter the realm of relatedness”. 
The cycles of the phases of the moon are the “archetype of all cycles of relationship”, of the 
solar-lunar, male-female and all basic relationships in the Two-as-One. Astrology should bring 
“all that belongs to the realm of duality into the power of creative meaning”. 

A. E. Waite’s well-known book The Pictorial Key to the Tarot, has been republished by 
Rider, at £1.95, together with the Key to the Tarot (60p.) and Waite’s Tarot Pack, (£2.50). The 
book is divided into three parts, dealing with the Veil and its Symbols, The Doctrine behind 
the Veil and the Outer Method of the Oracles. An informative and concise bibliography is ap-
pended. 

William Blake and the Tree of Life, by Laura De Witt James, (Shambala and Routledge & 
Kegan Paul, cloth, £1.80, paperback, 90p.) is a new edition of the book which appeared in 
1956. The author writes for “a possible reading audience approaching Blake’s longer poems 
for the first time”, but assumes that “the beginner in Blake will not be a beginner in thinking, 
since the subject matter, though expressed as simply as possible, must always remain difficult 
to interpret : a new language and vocabulary has to be learned”. As the title suggests, the book 
is mainly concerned with Blake’s symbolism of the Tree of Life, the Sephirotic Tree. Exposition 
is followed by Blake’s own words throughout. For those starting on the study of Blake the book 
is informative and well-written. 

In The Secret Sayings of Jesus Explained, (Shiva Publications, hard-back £1.50, paper-back 
30p.) “A Western Mystic” makes a collection of sayings from the Gospel of Thomas and con-
trasts them with the canonical Gospels, suggesting that it is more likely that the Synoptic Gos-
pels are vulgarised versions of the Gospel of Thomas than that the latter is a perversion of the 
Synoptics since Thomas is consistent throughout while the hands of editors and adaptors can 
be traced in the four Gospels, whose authors tend to dramatize, and frequently misunderstand, 
the life and teachings of Jesus. The teachings of the Gospel of Thomas are “secret” because they 
were an esoteric doctrine intended for the few who are “not of this world”. 

Written in Blood, by Robert E. Coleman, (Fleming H. Revell, cloth, $3.50, paper-back, 
$1.50). has a Foreword by the Rector of All Souls, Langham Place and is “a devotional Bible-
study of the blood of Christ”. As blood is symbolic of both life and death it is a fitting symbol 
of religious expression. The chapters are divided into meditations, bible readings and questions 
of a fundamentalist tone. 

Prophecy Pressworks have published two works by the late Samuel L. Lewis: Towards Spiri-
tual Brotherhood, ($2.50) and The Rejected Avatar, ($1.25); the former is produced under the 
name of the Sufi Islamia Ruhaniat Society and “examines nature as the scene of God’s revela-
tion”, not as “the concept of the existentialist, but the living world of which we are a part”. 
The theme of the book is what the author defines as Ishk, Divine Love and is concerned with a 
new age to be brought about by spiritual communes which “will function in order to develop 
group harmony as well as the mate faculties of the individual”. The book is illustrated with 
photographs and drawings. The Rejected Avatar is a booklet of twenty-two pages, written in 
verse, and is a fantasy on the life of Krishna who, as with Christ, was associated with the stable, 
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the simple and the lowly, at birth and was rejected by the learned and priestly classes. One apt 
phrase catches the eye: “So we worship the manger, but patronize the inn”. 

Maitreya is a periodical issued by Shambala Publications and available in the U.K. from 
Routledge & Kegan Paul. The subscription is $6.50 for four issues, or $12.00 for eight issues : in 
the U.K. the price is 90p. per issue. Two publications have appeared; the introduction to the 
first of the series states that the publications are dedicated to “the creative mutation and evolu-
tion of all that is encompassed in the fabric of life. Its purpose is the presentation of a medium 
for communication between individuals committed to the total synthesis of man”. There are 
widely varying articles by such authors as the Lama Anagarika Govinda, on Meditation and Art; 
Chogyam Trungpa, on Cutting Through; H. V. Guenther, on Tantra; Dane Rudhyar, on the 
Maitreyan Way to the Plenitude of Man; Jacob Needleman, on A Note on Gurdjieff’s Ideas and 
poems by Rene Dumal and others. There are illustrations of varying quality and photographs 
of a high standard. Quotations are included from the works of Ramana Maharshi and Padma 
Sambhava. 

J. C. COOPER. 
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The Contradiction of Relativism
	
by
	

Frithjof Schuon
	

RELATIVISM REDUCES EVERY element of absoluteness to relativity while making a com-
pletely illogical exception in favor of this reduction itself. Fundamentally it consists in pro-
pounding the claim that there is no truth as if this were truth or in declaring it to be absolutely 
true that there is nothing but the relatively true; one might just as well say that there is no 
language or write that there is no writing. In short, every idea is reduced to a relativity of some 
sort, whether psychological, historical, or social; but the assertion nullifies itself by the fact that 
it too presents itself as a psychological, historical, or social relativity. The assertion nullifies itself 
if it is true and by nullifying itself logically proves thereby that it is false; its initial absurdity lies 
in the implicit claim to be unique in escaping, as if by enchantment, from a relativity that is 
declared to be the only possibility. 

The axiom of relativism is that “one can never escape from human subjectivity”; if this is 
the case, the statement itself possesses no objective value, but falls under its own verdict. It is 
abundantly evident that man can escape subjectivity, for otherwise he would not be man; and 
the proof of this possibility is that we are able to conceive of both the subjective and the sur-
passing of the subjective. This subjectivity would not even be conceivable for a man who was 
totally enclosed in his subjectivity; an animal lives its subjectivity but does not conceive it, for 
unlike man it does not possess the gift of objectivity. 

Social relativism does not ask whether it is true that two and two make four but from what 
social background the man has come who declares this to be the case, and it does so without 
ever considering the fact that if the background determines the thought and takes precedence 
over truth, the same must apply in every case, which means that every background determines 
thought and every thought is determined by a background. If someone objects that such and 
such a particular background is favorable to the perception of truth, we could easily turn the 
argument around by referring to a different scale of values, which goes to show that this argu-
ment merely begs the question and that even on the most favorable showing it amounts to no 
more than an estimate of probabilities without any concrete significance. The same applies to 
historical relativism: since every human thought necessarily occurs at a given moment in time— 
not with regard to its content but with regard to the mental process—every thought would 
have only a relative value and would be “outdated” and “obsolete” from the very moment of 
its birth; there would therefore be no point in thinking since man could never escape duration. 

But the object of relativism—what is at stake in its claims—is not always truth as such; it 
can be any expression or modality of truth, especially a moral or aesthetic value; in this way all 
rectitude may be reduced to some contingent and more or less insignificant factor, and thus the 
door may be opened to all manner of misunderstandings, degradations, and deceptions. When 
applied to the facts of tradition, relativism is basically the error of confusing static and dynamic 
elements: one speaks about “epochs” or “styles” and forgets that what is in question here is the 
manifestation of objective and unwavering data, which are therefore definitive in their own 
way. In the growth of a tree, a given stage obviously corresponds to a given moment in time, 
but this does not prevent the trunk from being the trunk or branches from being branches or 
fruit from being fruit; the trunk of an apple tree is not simply one moment in relation to the 
apple, and the apple is not simply some other moment in relation to the trunk or the branch. 
The epoch referred to as “Gothic” had of its own nature the right to survive in its part of 
the world even to the end of time, for the ethnic givens that determined this epoch have not 
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changed and cannot change—unless Latin-Germanic Christianity were to become Mongolian; 
Gothic, or Romano-Gothic, civilization was not left behind by “evolution” nor has it ceased 
to exist through some transmutation of itself; it was assassinated by an extra-Christian force, 
the neo-paganism of the Renaissance. Be that as it may, one of the noteworthy traits of the 
twentieth century is the confusion, now habitual, between evolution and decadence: there is 
no decadence, no impoverishment, no falsification that people do not try to excuse with the aid 
of the relativistic argument of “evolution”, reinforced as this is by the most inappropriate and 
erroneous associations. Thus relativism, cleverly instilled into public opinion, paves the way for 
all kinds of corruption while at the same time keeping watch lest any kind of healthy reaction 
might put the brakes on this slide toward the abyss. 

While errors that tend to deny objective and intrinsic intelligence destroy themselves by 
propounding a thesis that is disproved by the very existence of the thesis itself, the fact that 
errors exist does not in itself prove the inevitable fallibility of the intelligence, for error is not 
derived from intelligence as such; on the contrary it is a privative phenomenon that causes the 
activity of the intelligence to deviate because of an element of passion or blindness, though 
without being able to invalidate the very nature of the cognitive faculty. 

A patent example of the classic contradiction in question here—a contradiction character-
izing for the most part all modern thought—is provided by existentialism, which postulates a 
definition of the world that is impossible if existentialism itself is possible. There are only two 
alternatives: either objective knowledge—a knowledge that is therefore absolute in its own 
order—is possible, which proves that existentialism is false; or else existentialism is true, but 
then its own promulgation is impossible since in the existentialist universe there is no room for 
an objective and unwavering intellection. 

* * * 

If everything that can rightfully be described as human rests on merely psychological causes, 
one can—and indeed must—explain everything by psychology, whence the “psychology of re-
ligion” and the supposedly psychological criticism of sacred texts; in every case of this kind, we 
are dealing with speculations in the void because of an absence of the indispensable objective 
data—data inaccessible to methods of investigation arbitrarily defined as normal and inappro-
priately extended to cover all possible knowledge. 

On the slippery ground of psychologism, the logic of Kantian criticism is now “outmoded”, 
all things considered, for “critique” has readily assumed the guise of “analysis”, and this fact 
is indeed symptomatic since the very notion of “critique” is doubtless still too intellectual for 
the demolishers psychologists intend to be—demolishers who blithely reduce metaphysics and 
even simple logic to questions of grammar. People wish to “analyze” everything in a quasi-
physical or quasi-chemical way, and they would even analyze God if this were possible; indeed 
this is done indirectly when an attack is made on the notion of God or the mental and moral 
concomitances of this notion, or on the expressions—altogether out of reach as these really 
are—of a genuine intellection. 

If Freudianism declares that rationality is merely a hypocritical cloak for a repressed animal-
ity, this statement—seemingly rational—falls under the same verdict; if there were any logic to 
Freudianism, it would itself be nothing more than a symbolizing denaturation of psychophysi-
cal instincts. No doubt psychoanalysts will say that in their case reasoning is not a function of 
unacknowledged repressions; but we do not at all see why this exception should be admissible 
in terms of their own doctrine, nor why this law of exception should apply only in their favor 
and not in favor of the spiritual doctrines they reject with such animus and with so monstrous a 
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lack of any sense of proportion. In any case, nothing can be more absurd than for a man to make 
himself not merely the accuser of some psychological accident but of man as such; whence 
comes this demigod who accuses, and whence his power to accuse? If the accuser himself is 
right, this must mean that man is not so bad and that there exists within him a capacity for 
adequation; otherwise it would be necessary to assume that the champions of psychoanalysis 
are divine beings unpredictably fallen from heaven—a somewhat unlikely proposition, to say 
the least. 

Psychoanalysis begins by eliminating the transcendent factors essential to man and then 
replaces complexes of inferiority or frustration with complexes of complacency and egotism; it 
allows one to sin calmly and with assurance and to damn oneself serenely. Like all philosophies 
of destruction—that of Nietzsche, for example—Freudianism attributes an absolute signifi-
cance to a relative situation; like all modern thought, all it manages to do is to fall from one ex-
treme into another, incapable as it is of realizing that the truth—and the solution—it seeks is to 
be found in man’s deepest nature, of which the religions and traditional wisdoms are precisely 
the spokesmen, guardians, and guarantors. 

The mentality created and disseminated by psychoanalysis consists in refusing to engage in 
a logical or intellectual dialogue—which is alone worthy of human beings—and in answering 
questions by means of insolent conjectures; instead of trying to find out whether an interlocutor 
is right or not, questions are asked about his parents or blood pressure—to confine ourselves 
to symbolic examples of a fairly innocuous kind—as if such procedures could not readily be 
turned against their authors or as if it were not easy, by changing the mode of argument, to 
refute one analysis by means of another. The pseudo-criteria of analysis are preferably physi-
ological or sociological, depending upon the craze of the moment; it would not be difficult to 
find counter criteria and conduct a serious analysis of this imaginary analysis. 

If man is a hypocrite, then one of two things: either he is so fundamentally, in which case 
no one could take note of the fact without passing miraculously, or divinely, beyond human na-
ture; or his hypocrisy is only accidental and relative, in which case there was no need to wait for 
psychoanalysis to take this fact into account since health is more fundamental to the nature of 
man than illness and since, this being so, there have always been men who could recognize evil 
and knew the cure for it. Or again, if man is profoundly sick, it is impossible to see why psycho-
analysis should alone have been able to notice this and why its explanation, which is perfectly 
arbitrary and indeed essentially perverse, should alone be the right one; of course, one could try 
to make sense of things with the idea of “evolution”, but in this case it would be necessary to 
blind oneself to the qualities of our ancestors and the vices of our contemporaries, and this is to 
say nothing of the impossibility of demonstrating—or the absurdity of even assuming—that a 
sudden burst of intellectual and moral objectivity could ever come about in a merely biological 
and quantitative development. 

For if a natural development led to a reflexive intelligence—to an act of awareness that 
perceived the development for what it was—this outcome would be a reality falling entirely 
outside the realm of the evolutionary process; there would be no common measure between 
this act and the wholly contingent movement preceding it, and therefore this movement could 
under no circumstances be the cause of the awareness in question. This argument is the very 
negation of the theory of transformist evolutionism, hence of every notion of man as a “link” or 
a “chance”, and so also of every form of mysticism relating to a generative matter, a biosphere, 
a noosphere, or an “omega point”.1 Man is what he is, or else he is nothing; the capacity for 

1 Transformist evolutionism—let it be said once again—is simply a materialist substitute for the ancient concept 
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objectivity and absoluteness of thought proves the quasi-absolute—that is, the unwavering 
and irreplaceable—character of the creature that thinks; this is what is meant by the scriptural 
words “made in God’s image”. 

This capacity for objectivity and absoluteness amounts to an existential—and “preven-
tive”—refutation of the ideologies of doubt: if a man is able to doubt, it is because there is 
certainty; likewise the very notion of illusion proves that man has access to reality. It follows 
that there are necessarily some men who know reality and who therefore have certainty; and 
the great spokesmen of this knowledge and certainty are necessarily the best of men. For if truth 
were on the side of doubt, the individual who doubted would be superior not only to these 
spokesmen, who have not doubted, but also to the majority of normal men across the millennia 
of human existence. If doubt conformed to the real, human intelligence would be deprived of 
its sufficient reason, and man would be less than an animal, for the intelligence of animals does 
not doubt the reality to which it is proportioned. 

* * * 

Every science of the soul should be a science of the various orders of limitation or infirmity; 
now there are four essential orders to consider: the universal, the general, the individual, and 
the accidental. 

This means that every man contains a universal limitation or “infirmity” because he is 
creature and not Creator, manifestation and not Principle or Being; then a general limitation or 
“infirmity” because he is an earthly man and not an angel or one of the blessed in Heaven; next 
an individual infirmity because he is himself and not others; and finally an accidental infirmity 
because he is beneath himself, unless he is perfect. 

There is no science of the soul without a metaphysical basis and spiritual remedies. 

* * * 

Thought of the psychological type is always rushing ahead of itself; it sets out to be dynamic and 
effective before being true and to be a solution or remedy before being a diagnosis; moreover it 
readily indulges in a duplicitous form of reasoning in order to evade its intellectual responsibil-
ity. Imagine someone saying that every man must die, to which he receives the reply that this 
is not true because it makes people feel sad or fatalistic or fills them with despair; and yet this 
is the way the man “of our time” likes to reason: his objections to truths he finds disagreeable 
are always beside the point and always involve evasions or confusions of level. If a man raises 
a fire alarm, it is said that he has no right to do so unless he knows how to extinguish the fire; 
and if someone maintains that two and two make four and thus disrupts certain prejudices or 
interests, it will be said that this calculation denotes not his ability to count but a complex 
of exactitude, contracted no doubt through an excessive attachment to “bygone days”, and 
so forth: if these metaphors appear to be caricatures, it is only because of their simplicity or 
outspokenness, for the reality is often no less absurd than our simplifications. Psychoanalysis 
has succeeded in perverting intelligence by giving rise to a “psychoanalytical complex” that 
corrupts everything; if it is possible to deny the absolute in many different ways, psychological 

of the solidifying and segmenting “materialization” of a subtle and supra-sensorial primordial substance, in which 
were prefigured all the diverse possibilities of the a posteriori material world; the answer to evolutionism is the 
doctrine of archetypes and “ideas”, with ideas relating to pure Being—or the divine Intellect—and archetypes to 
the primordial substance in which they are “incarnated” as it were by reverberation. 
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and existentialist relativism denies it within intelligence itself: intelligence is practically set up 
as a god but at the price of all that constitutes its intrinsic nature, value, and effectiveness; intel-
ligence becomes “adult” by destroying itself. 

There is a moral relativism that is truly odious: if you say that God and the beyond are real, 
this shows you are cowardly, dishonest, infantile, shamefully abnormal; if you say that religion 
is just make-believe, this shows you are courageous, honest, sincere, adult, altogether normal. 
If all this were true, man would be nothing, possessing the capacity for neither truthfulness nor 
heroism; and there would be no one even to note the fact, for a hero cannot be extracted from 
a coward nor a sage from a man of feeble mind—not even by “evolution”. But this moralistic 
bias, ignoble or simply stupid as the case may be, is by no means something new: before it was 
applied to intellectual positions, it was used to discredit the contemplative life, which was de-
scribed as an “escape”, as if a man did not have the right to flee from dangers concerning him 
alone and—more important—as though the contemplative life and withdrawal from the world 
were not instead a pilgrimage toward God; to flee God as do the worldly is far more senseless 
and irresponsible than fleeing the world. To run away from God is at the same time to run away 
from oneself, for when a man is alone with himself—even though he may be surrounded by 
others—he is always with his Creator, whom he encounters at the very root of his being. 

The prejudice for reducing religious attitudes to reflexes of fear or servility, hence of child-
ishness and baseness, is completely in line with this intrusive and simplifying psychologism; one 
should begin by proving that religious fears are really ill founded and then, failing that, seek 
to understand the real meaning and inward consequences of devotional attitudes.2 We would 
point out first that it is not debasing to humble oneself before the Absolute, neither objectively 
nor therefore subjectively; but it is also important to address the issue of “who” prostrates or 
humbles himself: obviously it is not our transpersonal nucleus, the mysterious seat of the divine 
Immanence. In reality it is a question here of the relative being—the “creature”, if one pre-
fers—becoming aware of its ontological dependence in relation to that One Being from whom 
it is derived and whom it manifests in its own way; this act of awareness will accidentally seem 
like a humiliation because of the congenital decadence of man, but this makes the awareness all 
the more effective. It is obvious that our deiform and immortal personality includes an aspect 
of majesty—quite visible already in the very form of the human body—and the religions have 
been the first to call attention to this fact, though they have been no more pardoned for this 
than for fostering the opposite attitude; but it is equally obvious that there is something in man 
that merits constraint and abasement. It is impossible for the ego, such as it is in its human ani-
mality, to be immune from all celestial reproof; disequilibrium and fragmentation have a debt 
to pay to Equilibrium and Totality, and not the other way round. To be conscious of this state 
of affairs is the first requirement of human dignity, which is little understood at a time when 
demagogy has become a “categorical imperative” in all spheres of thought. 

* * * 

Relativism engenders a spirit of rebellion and is at the same time its fruit. The spirit of rebellion, 
unlike holy anger, is not a passing state, nor is it directed against some worldly abuse; on the 
contrary it is a chronic malady directed against Heaven and against everything that represents 
Heaven or is a reminder of it. When Lao Tzu said that “in the latter days the man of virtue ap-

The association of ideas that links childhood with fear overlooks the fact that there are fears peculiar to adult-
hood and conversely that there are illusions of safety belonging to childhood. 
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pears vile”, he had in mind the rebellious spirit that characterizes our time; but for psychologi-
cal and existentialist relativism, which by definition always seeks to justify the crude ego, this 
spiritual state is normal, and it is its absence that amounts to disease, whence the abolition of 
the sense of sin. The sense of sin is the consciousness of an equilibrium surpassing our personal 
will and operating ultimately for the benefit of our integral personality and that of the human 
collectivity, even though occasionally wounding us; this sense of sin goes hand in hand with a 
sense of the sacred, which is an instinct for what surpasses us—for what should therefore not 
be touched by ignorant and iconoclastic hands. 

Of course, the idea that one may merit damnation by “offending the divine majesty” is ac-
ceptable only if one feels what is at stake or knows it: Divinity is impersonal before determin-
ing itself as divine Person in relation to the human person, and on the plane of impersonality 
there is only an ontological and logical relationship of cause to effect between God and man; on 
this plane there can be no question of “goodness”, for absolute Reality is what it is, and pure 
causality has nothing specifically moral about it. But it is on the plane of revelation as divine 
Person that Mercy can intervene, the Mercy that is the most marvelous of all the mysteries; it 
is precisely this intervention that shows us that the Absolute is not a blind power. Given their 
indolence of spirit and lack of imagination, it is true that men are only too ready to prescribe a 
stupid kind of humility, but this is no reason for believing that God requires it and that there 
is no possibility of manifesting our consciousness of causality and equilibrium in an intelligent 
way; nonetheless God prefers a stupid humility to an intelligent pride—a pride nourished, in 
other words, on an abuse of intelligence. 

As limited and degraded as man undeniably is, he yet remains “the proof by contraries” of 
the divine Prototype and of all that this Prototype implies and determines in relation to man. 
Not to acknowledge what surpasses us and not to wish to surpass ourselves: this in fact is the 
whole program of psychologism, and it is the very definition of Lucifer. The opposite, or rather 
the primordial and normative, attitude is this: to think only in reference to what surpasses us 
and to live for the sake of surpassing ourselves; to seek greatness where this is to be found and 
not on the plane of the individual and his rebellious pettiness. In order to return to true great-
ness, man must first of all agree to pay the debt of his pettiness and to remain small on the 
plane where he cannot help being small; the sense of what is objective on the one hand and of 
the absolute on the other does not go without a certain abnegation, and it is this abnegation 
precisely that allows us to be completely faithful to our human vocation. 
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What is Common to Indian and Chinese Art?
	
by
	

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy
	

THIS THEME REQUIRES a course of lectures, rather than one only. Our object is to distin-
guish what is essential from what is accidental in the field to be discussed, and it will appear 
that this can only be done by a resort to first principles, and not by discursive reasoning. We 
have first to demonstrate what is taken for granted in the title, that despite superficial differ-
ences and independence of development, Chinese and Indian civilizations are really commen-
surable (so far, equating civilization with style, art in the broadest sense); then to discuss some 
parallels in the aesthetic field more narrowly defined. 

As to commensurability: Evidently, both Chinese and Indian civilizations are alike in that 
they live in and by tradition. And further, in that the tradition is metaphysical, that is, as to first 
principles, intellect being defined as the habit of first principles. On the other hand, Chinese 
and Indian civilizations are only accidentally religious, that is to say, emotional or ordered to 
edification, and only accidentally scientific, viz., to the degree that discursive knowledge has 
been necessary to the development of certain techniques. 

The commensurability of Chinese and Indian culture can be demonstrated not only as im-
mediate between themselves but also in their common incommensurability with respect to 
European culture. A comparison with Europe will be of use, because from what is known, 
there can be gained some notion of what is unknown and different. It must be emphasized, 
however: first, that a comparison with Europe means with Europe since the Renaissance—a 
comparison of the Orient with Europe of the thirteenth century would have had to be made 
in quite a different way, and would be less instructive from the present point of view; second, 
in saying “Oriental”, I refer of course to the essential Orient, not to a quite modern Orient as 
affected more or less by European contacts. 

As to a comparison of the Orient with late classical and post-Renaissance Europe—here 
there is no commensurability, but only contrast. No valid comparison of Taoism or Hinduism 
with Grecco-Roman religion or with Protestantism could be made, nor of Taoism or the Ve-
danta with modern philosophy. Oriental civilizations are based on universals, and argue by in-
duction from the infinite to the particular, while Western civilizations, at least in their classical 
and modern aspects, are mainly concerned with the general, which is only an extension of the 
particular by deduction. For example, the Greeks had no conception of the infinite, but only 
of the indefinite (e.g., of the everlasting as distinct from the timeless); therefore to the Greek 
mentality the finite (that which is not indefinite) and the perfect are necessarily synonomous; 
whereas in the Orient, only the infinite and indefinable can be thought of as perfect. Hence 
while it is easy for the Orient to understand the West, the contrary is rarely possible; or at the 
least demands a movement of the will and an intellectual operation additional to the work of 
scholarship as ordinarily conceived. 

Let us now compare China and India, and both with “Europe” in certain general respects, 
taking into account that specific similarities are usually in the nature of accidents, to be ex-
plained historically and by derivation, while specific dissimilarities often conceal true formal 
resemblances which need not be accounted for by historical contacts, and are only partially to 
be accounted for by a community of traditional origins in a pre-historic past. 

Theory, in the Orient, as the map of life, has to be contrasted with philosophy in the West, 
conceived as a body of consistent statements about physical and mental experience. Oriental 
metaphysics are not an escape, but means to the fullness of life, the total realization of all being. 
Metaphysical truth, for example in its doctrine as to perfectibility and as to multiple states of 
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being, is immediate knowledge in the realm of universals; is not by way of faith or opinion (i.e., 
embodies no sentimental elements); is not dependent on any special mode of investigation; it 
is impossible that any discoveries of new and different first principles could be made, but only 
that particular aspects of their consequences should be more full developed. This excludes the 
historical point of view, except as to its value in the field of secular accident and private inter-
est. 

The whole modern concept of absolute progress, or of evolution as anything more than a 
course of events, is ruled out, and we find in its place a concept of equilibrium: expressed in 
an ordering of life after the operation of the Universe, or if we prefer, conformably to the will 
of God. This is not in any sense a kind of fatalism, but a preeminent activity: it is in fact funda-
mental to Oriental metaphysics that knowledge, love, and art exist only in act. Where Europe 
is preoccupied with change, as it were of place, the Orient lives by an interior movement. Illus-
trating what we mean, and using the language of religion, “the spirit of God moved on the face 
of the waters”. Now, it cannot be pretended that God, Who is without potentialities, but is all 
act, is not here conceived of as vitally existent, and “active”; yet the movement of the spirit is 
properly explained by St. Augustine as not a movement of place, that is to say not a change. In 
an analogous sense we speak of movement (Chinese yün, Sanskrit dhvanana, English “rhythm”) 
in a work of art which in movement is not an alteration. Conservatism, then, will be the most 
necessary accident in a traditional culture, that is, whenever a social order has been successfully 
found in First Principles, or what we should now call a purely theoretical (which has nothing 
in common with “arbitrary”) basis. 

From the Oriental point of view, the ultimate object of all effort, man’s true end, is the 
realization of that state of timeless perfection and invulnerable happiness which is always his 
virtually, but is obscured by his affections and mistaken ideologies. This goal, of the realization 
of the full potentiality of being, has very little in common with the Western conception of im-
mortality and salvation, such ends being definitely limited and illustrating very well what we 
mean by the general as merely an extension of the particular. Accordingly, the Orient could not 
conceive of a science for science’s sake or an art for art’s sake, but only of science and art in so 
far as they can be used as means to the end of realization. 

It is true that in so far as particular aspects of the truth may be explored at one time or 
another, a history of such developments in thought will be conceivable and may have a certain 
value. But the truth as a whole is an eternal, ever accessible, infinity, incapable as such of any 
improvement or advancement: the wise man is therefore not interested in the history of as-
pects, but only in the validity of a given statement as a means conducive to the realization of 
invulnerable happiness. So we must not be surprised that equally in India and China it would 
be an insult to a thinker to praise the novelty or originality of his ideas, or his independence of 
authority, nor surprised at his acceptance of anonymity or pseudonymity; or to observe that 
good form, in any and every sense of the word, consists in adherence to custom and precedent. 
The energies of the scholar are not expended in higher criticism, but in ensuring the accurate 
preservation of traditional wisdom, either by technical means such as mnemonic systems or 
codes of rules, or by exegesis. “Correction” of a tradition is only possible by the rejection of any 
statement found to be inconsistent with First Principles and is therefore “non-tradition” even 
though it may have crept into a canonized text: but such interpolation is rare, and “correc-
tion” by this absolute standard (Chinese chêng, Sanskrit pramana) means in practice exclusion 
from the canon of what is not consistent with First Principles. As to who was the author of a 
particular text, the date of the work, or any details of his biography, this can have only a curios-
ity value; and it is precisely or this reason that such inquiries which bulk so largely in Western 
scholarship have really their proper place only there, where the tradition itself is considered as 
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a curiosity, and not as the map of life and a means to the attainment of higher and less limited 
planes of consciousness. 

In the modern world I can illustrate this point of view only in the isolated field of religion, 
where, at least in the Roman church, a tradition survives: pointing out that for the Christian 
priest to propound a new theology, or expect to be praised for so doing, would be inherently 
absurd. But Oriental civilizations are not merely traditional in their religious aspects (such as-
pects being indeed secondary and accidental rather than primary and essential, and certainly 
not more significant than the aesthetic aspects), but throughout; hence it would be no less an 
aberration and extravagance for a Chinese to abandon filial piety, or for a Hindu by way of 
deliberate revolt to break the taboos of caste, than for the Christian priest to institute a heresy. 
It is then the major strength of Oriental cultures to have remained true to the first principles, 
which are those of their actual being: their major weakness, a slackening of concentration which 
has in modern times (under the almost irresistible pressure of barbarian contacts) conduced to 
a partial corruption of their purity. Even such a partial corruption can only be envisaged from 
the Oriental point of view as a disastrous extravagance. Nor could the idea of reform, from the 
Oriental point of view, have any other than its purely etymological significance: just as the soul 
is said to be the form of the body, so to re-form the state can only mean to impress again upon 
its substance the stamp of its own nature. 

Again in their conception of nationality, or rather lack of this conception, China and India 
are alike. With the forced reactions of the present day, which can only be regarded as a neces-
sary mechanism of defense against Western aggression, imperialistic and cultural, we are not 
now concerned. In place of patriotism we find a sense of ancestral solidarity, a conception of 
the past and even of the future as virtually present. Just as in Europe Christian scholasticism 
conceived an universal state, a City of God, so for such traditional cultures as India or China, 
no other conception was possible than that of a single sovereign state consisting of all those con-
nected by pure descent, these alone being capable of initiation and conformity. Internationalism 
on the contrary is a generalization from nationalism, and means a sort of federation of incom-
patibles: in the Universal State all men are compatible, though not all “equal”. The possible 
existence of such a state will depend, of course, on the traditional character of its internal order, 
not on ethnic or political unity. Whereas you may and perhaps must now be an American first 
and a Christian afterwards, the Oriental is Confucian or Hindu first, and a Chinese or Indian 
afterwards. For to be a Confucian or Hindu means from the Chinese or Indian point of view to 
be fully human, and thus represents a concept much less limited than that of national species. 
On the other hand, those external to the universal state can only be regarded collectively as 
“barbarians” or “pagans”, individually to be well treated, but not as members of independent 
and potentially equal “nations”. It is no more possible for an uncorrupted Chinese or Indian to 
regard an outsider as his equal than for a Jew to do so: the fact of birth beyond the pale is prima 
facie proof of spiritual and intellectual inferiority, and the Oriental theory may be said to have 
been fully demonstrated in respect to their experience of Europeans, whom they can recognize 
as men, but not as essentially human, of course with individual exceptions. 

To resume: neither in China nor in India can an insult to the country or the flag be felt as 
such: but an insult to the ancestors, to symbols of truth, or any forced infringement of the tradi-
tional order, may readily provoke bloodshed, precisely because such things are felt to be, what 
indeed they are, a denial of essential humanity. Western nations have yet to learn what poison 
lurks in the phrases “nationality” and “patriotism”, than which religious intolerance might well 
be regarded as more acceptable. 

What we call religious tolerance, here and now, would be expressed in Asia as a due sense 
of the validity of other persuasions than one’s own. Here again we meet with an illustration 
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of the incommensurability of Oriental and European cultures, and the essential unity of the 
Chinese and Indian points of view. For whereas in Europe tolerance was only gradually and 
painfully achieved with the growth of scepticism, and then only as a negative concept, religious 
tolerance in Asia has prevailed ab initio, so far as we know, and arose directly and inevitably 
from the positive principle that, given the greatness of the infinite, and the diversity of human 
endowment, it is necessary that God should be understood and worshipped in many different 
ways. Nor could the same consistency be expected in religion as in pure metaphysics, inasmuch 
as religion in any case represents an accommodation to human limitations, and is in this sense 
accidental. With some minor exceptions, particularly in the case of Buddhism, which is a het-
erodox development, it may be asserted that no Oriental naturally feels any urge to convert any 
other person to his own point of view. According to Chuang Tzu, the Perfect Man, instead of 
trying to lead others to adopt his own views, agrees with theirs; he who tries to share his joys 
with others is by no means a Perfect Man, as he is perfect whose kindness has no root in natural 
affection. These ideas are not less Indian than Chinese. 

The different systems are not even conceived to be contradictory in that any choice between 
them is imposed of necessity on any individual. It is well known that a Chinese may be at one 
and the same a Taoist, Confucian, and Buddhist, and even also a Christian, and even practise 
the ritual of all these points of view, much in the same way that you might be a Republican and 
astronomer at the same time; while in India the so-called Six Systems, or Points of View, are no 
more mutually contradictory than are, let us say, chemistry and grammar. The Hindu may be at 
one and the same time meta-physician and worshipper, without confusion. An Oriental might 
even teach Christianity sincerely, without becoming a “Christian”. The urge of the missionary 
to effect religious conversion, or of educators in general to educate the Orient in scientific, 
moral, or aesthetic respects, can only be conceived by a purely Oriental consciousness as the 
best amongst the variously deplorable impulses by which the conduct of Western barbarians is 
governed. That point of view which is naturally common to India and China I may illustrate as 
follows: Were an Indian in discussion with a Christian, it would not be with a view to make him 
a Hindu by name, but to bring to the support of Christian theology the aid of Oriental meta-
physics, in the sense that Aristotle proved an invaluable aid to the Schoolmen; being convinced 
that whereas differences of faith might exist, only identity could be demonstrated as between 
the metaphysical part of Christian theology, and the metaphysical tradition elsewhere. And in 
fact, the reluctance of Orientals to engage in propaganda without reference to the nature of the 
pupil would appear to be fully justified by the growth of such pseudo-religions as Theosophy 
and Neo-Vedantism; and equally clearly in the aesthetic field, inasmuch as one could not cite 
amongst numerous types of modern art under Oriental influence anything but curiosities and 
caricatures—merely to mention Oriental dancing as practiced in America will suffice. 

As to the Chinese and Indian social systems, the differences are real, and yet more apparent 
than real, for both are ultimately founded in first principles. It would require a whole lecture to 
discuss this, but from our point of view it is only necessary to note that the art of life is in both 
cases ordered by a conception of types of conduct correct under given conditions, not on lines 
of individual self-assertion or competition. The individual is outwardly moulded to a pattern 
and thereby inwardly freed; rules, at least in their origin, being nothing more than the proper 
form assumed by freedom. The resulting order, as an aesthetic spectacle, is in sharp contrast 
with the conflict and disorder which result from the undisciplined expression of individual 
imperfection in a democracy, where every opinion amounts to a distinct law. Time does not 
permit us to discuss the Hindu concept of pramana, which in its relation to art means “norm of 
properly conceived form”, correction du savoir-voir, and can be thought of as a kind of aesthetic 
conscience: Hsüan-Tsang’s rendering is chêng. 
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If, then, China and India are alike in their conservatism, in their respect for antiquity, in 
their neglect of science and history, in their indifference to the idea of the nation, in their lack 
of patriotism, and in the formality (non-individualism) of their culture: and contrasted with 
Europe in all these respects, which are the characteristic marks of traditional orders, we may 
consider it established that Chinese and Indian civilizations are really incommensurable and 
comparable. Let us now undertake the comparison in the aesthetic field, more strictly defined. 

It will be indispensable first of all to refer to an aspect of Chinese art that is at once acciden-
tal in character and due to contact and influence in the accepted sense of the historians. I refer 
to Chinese Buddhist art in its religious aspect as iconography. The problem concerns only brief 
periods, relatively speaking, in the course of Chinese history, the first Wei-T’ang, when the 
theistic Buddhism of the Mahâyâna predominates, the second Sung-Ming when Lamaistic Bud-
dhist art constitutes a minor style by the side of other and more significant schools. In both cases 
the iconography of the art was necessarily a borrowed one, of Western origin, the West in this 
case meaning Central Asia and India, and to a less degree a partially Hellenized Western Asia. 
The net result of these contacts is apparent from our point of view in the familiar general re-
semblance of Chinese and Indian Buddhist images; though the Chinese art is always Chinese in 
style. Such likeness is the result of contacts, which might have had similar effects even though 
the Chinese and Indian mentalities had been fundamentally incommensurable. Suppose now 
that we think away all specifically Buddhist religious art from China (Ch’an-Zen being only by 
designation and association Buddhist, but really metaphysical and not religious in its essence); 
there will remain an even more impressive body of purely Chinese art, continuously produced 
during a vastly greater period of time. It is this purely Chinese art that we have to compare 
with the art of Indian, where it is equally true that Buddhism and Buddhist art represent no 
more than an episode, of only secondary significance when compared with the central tradition 
from which its aesthetic vocabulary is entirely borrowed. So then we shall exclude from our 
discussion of the essential correspondences of Chinese and Indian art all that we have defined 
as Buddhist religious art; only with this warning, that in so far as we may propose to study the 
history of Chinese Buddhist art, a more thorough knowledge of Indian Buddhism and Indian 
Buddhist art is required than is always realized by Sinalogues in this field. 

Ch’an-Zen, which is not a religion, but a metaphysical tradition, and Zen art, are of another 
order, more directly founded in first principles: Zen is the Japanese pronunciation of Chinese 
Ch’an and Indian dhyâna. Dhyâna is the Indian practise of Yoga, which is designed to ac-
complish the realization of more enfranchised states of being, and a consequently greater facil-
ity of conduct: the method consisting essentially in visual concentration leading to immediate 
knowledge by identification of subject and object, all particular distractions being eliminated. 
For example, in art, a mental image thus realized in identity becomes the artist’s model: this 
model, which is “the art in the artist”, being the exemplar to which the actual handiwork of 
the artist is ordered, to the exclusion of “direct observation of nature”. It follows, of course, 
that the history of style in China and India cannot be discussed in terms of optical plausibility, 
degrees of observation, or the like, but only in terms of varying energy. From the Hindu point 
of view, for example, defective art is the result, not of the neglect of observation, but of slack 
concentration (sithila samadhi). I have explained this matter more fully in the “Introduction to 
the Art of Eastern Asia”: here I will only adduce by way of parallel the saying of Chuang Tsu, 
that “the mind of the sage being at rest, becomes the mirror of the universe”. 

Like Yoga, Ch’an or Zen is a “Way” applicable to every aspect of life. As developed in the 
Far East (simultaneously on Indian and Taoist premises) it may be described as the attempt to 
realize perfection in purity or simplicity of action; a direct relation, so to speak, being estab-
lished between the pure intellect (the habit of First Principles) and the making and doing of 

63 



 
  

 
 

 

 

 

  

 
 

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #2 (Spring 1973)
	

anything. This corresponds to the Indian conception of enfranchisement through action (karma-
yoga), that is action without attachment (=non-action), defining Yoga as “skill in action”, kar-
masu kâusala (Bhagavad Gita, II, 50). Translated into religious terms, we should have to say 
action with surrender to the will of God, and without prudential considerations. 

Probably because of the Indian origin of the name Ch’an or Zen, and the great fame of Bod-
hidharma (Daruma), the greatest Indian teacher of Yoga and Vedanta in China, it has been usual 
to think of Ch’an-Zen as representing the principle almost wholly of Indian origin. But this is 
very greatly to underestimate the importance of the Chinese sources. The Indian contribution 
was not in this case an influence bringing to China something in itself new (as the Buddhist 
religion had been), but served as it were to remind the Chinese consciousness of its proper intel-
lectual (Taoist) inheritance, which during the theistic Buddhist period had been brought down 
to the level of a magical science. Even to the large extent that Ch’an-Zen has Indian roots, its 
manifestation in art is not of the kind commonly ascribed to “influence”, Ch’an-Zen art having 
no obvious relation to Indian art of any kind. Styles must in fact vary like religions according to 
time and place, even when principles and themes are identical; after the familiar principle, that 
the thing known must exist in the knower according to the mode of the knower. 

All that is then required for present purposes is to demonstrate from pre-Ch’an sources 
the essential likeness of Tao (as “Way”) and as the doctrine of the First Principle of Yoga and 
Vedânta in the same sense. A very few examples will suffice: Chuang Tzu (Giles, p. 240) gives 
an excellent account of the working of Yoga (though not so called) in connection with the 
carpenter making a wooden stand for musical instruments, and asked “What mystery is there 
in your art T’ He replies: “No mystery, your Highness, and yet there is something. When I am 
about to make such a stand... I first reduce my mind to absolute quiescence... I become oblivious 
of any reward to be gained... of any fame to be acquired... un-conscious of my physical frame. 
Then, with no thought of the Court present to my mind, my skill becomes concentrated, and 
all disturbing elements from without are gone. I enter some mountain forest. I search for a suit-
able tree. It contains the form required, which is afterwards elaborated. I see the stand in my 
mind’s eye, and then set to work”. 

And as to habit (habitus, tao as “way”): “Let me take an illustration”, said the wheelwright, 
“from my own trade. In making a wheel, if you work too slowly, you can’t make it firm; if you 
work too fast, the spokes won’t fit in. You must go neither too slowly nor too fast. There must 
be co-ordination of mind and hand. Words cannot explain what it is, but there is some mysteri-
ous art herein. I cannot teach it to my son; nor can he learn it from me. Consequently, though 
seventy years of age, I am still making wheels in my old age”. (ib., p. 271). Similarly with the 
sword maker: “Is it your skill, Sir, or have you a way?” “It is concentration... If a thing was not 
a sword, I did not notice it. I availed myself of whatever energy I did not use in other directions 
in order to secure greater efficiency in the direction required”. (ib., p. 290). In India, similarly, 
we find the philosopher exclaim: “I have learnt concentration from the maker of arrows”, who 
sees nothing but the act in which he is absorbed; the author, practising yoga vision and seeing 
his work complete in every detail before he’proceeds to transcription; while the image maker 
must be “expert in yoga-dhyana, for thus and in no other way, and verily not by direct observa-
tion, can the end be attained”. (Sukranitisära, IV, 72). 

To say as above “before Ch’an or Zen” is not really permissible, because a tradition cannot 
be thought of as having a beginning; by pre-Ch’an we mean then only “before the designation 
and style as we know it had been developed”. In this sense, before Ch’an-Zen, Chinese like 
Indian art had been symbolic, presenting itself clearly as such in the ancient Chinese bronzes 
and jades, and old Indian art of the Water Cosmology. Theistic Buddhist art is itself symbolic 
in the sense that religion is always a symbolic statement of first principles, but our allusion is 
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rather to the direct symbolic representation of these First Principles, such direct symbols, e.g., 
those of the Tien and Ti, being more often geometrical, vegetable, or theriomorphic than an-
thropomorphic. The wide-spread distribution of identical symbols at very ancient levels is itself 
one of the chief empirical evidences of the antiquity of metaphysical tradition, which we are 
thus led to push back at least to the fourth millenium B.C. Such symbols in so far as they rep-
resent principles are without sentimental or moral connotation, but with the development of 
anthropomorphic religions have naturally come also to designate personal powers. Alike from 
the Chinese and Indian point of view, their origin is pre-historic; and although similar in source, 
may assume apparently very distinct forms, as in the case of the Chinese dragon and Indian nâga 
or Chinese phoenix and Indian Garuda. 

There exist alike in India and China related symbols denoting the fundamental poles of 
being connected by opposite relation, and which by their unity and by their relation are the 
source of all procession, or in religious language, of creation. These fundamental poles of being 
are designated in China as Heaven, and Earth, Yang and Yin, in India as Purusa and Sakti, or 
religiously as Siva and Sakti, Laksmi-Nârâyana, etc. From these modalities of the first principle 
proceeds the breath of life, ch’i, Indian prana, or considered as by Mencius, as the principle of 
desire, the will to life, Indian kâma. These primary principles, and all the secondary principles 
proceeding from them, constitute the types of sentient being which are so to speak the cause 
of explanation of natural appearances in time and space, and so become the proper theme of 
art, which presumes to return phenomena from their sensible to their intelligible aspects. The 
consequences of this point of view extend even to portraiture, equally in China and India, as I 
have explained in the “Introduction”.1 

The development of Ch’an-Zen art presents us precisely with a transition from a formally 
symbolic art of this kind to an introsusceptive or imagist art in which the appearance and form 
of an object are so completely identified that the thing may be said to mean what it is, and to be 
what it means, in a simultaneous act of sense and intellect. The nature of the subject becomes 
here altogether indifferent; the representation of a caterpillar may be significant as that of a man 
or deity, and vice-versa, because all meaning and all being are omnipresent, though according to 
the mode of the individual reflection. 

The scripture of Zen “is written with the characters of heaven, of man, of beasts, of de-
mons, of hundreds of blades of grass, and of thousands of trees” (Dogen), “every flower exhibits 
the image of Buddha” (Dugo): with the constantly emphasized view that all scripture is vain, cf 
St. Bernard’s Ligna et Lapides do cebunt te, quod a magistris audire non posse and innumerable 
assertions of the mystics, such as Ekhart’s “Any flea as it is in God is nobler than the highest of 
the angels as he is in himself.” 

In art, the symbolic and introsusceptive points of view are to be seen side by side in the 
following extract from a twelfth century Chinese author writing on animal painting: 

The horse is used as a symbol of the sky, its even pace prefiguring the even motion 
of the stars; the bull mildly sustaining its heavy yoke, is fit symbol of the earth’s sub-
missive tolerance. But tigers, leopards, deer, wild swine, fawns and hares—creatures 
that cannot be inured to the will of man—these the painter chooses for the sake of 
their skittish gambols and swift, shy evasions, loves them as things that seek the deso-
lation of great plains and wintry snows, as creatures that will not be haltered with a 
bridle nor tethered by the foot. He would commit to brushwork the gallant splendor 
of their stride; this he would do and no more.” 

Introduction to the Art of Eastern Asia, Open Court, March, 1932 
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It is simpler to see here a direct continuity of Taoist tradition than to seek for Indian sourc-
es; has not Chuang Tzu spoken in almost the same words (ch. IX): “Horses have hoofs to carry 
them over frost and snow; hair to protect them from the wind and cold. They eat grass and 
drink water and fling up their heels in the meadows. Such is the real nature of horses. Palatial 
dwellings are of no use to them... Thus far only do their natural dispositions carry them”. 

What now in classical Chinese aesthetic corresponds to the Ch’an-Zen concept of the iden-
tity of formal and representative elements in art, to art conceived as pure act? We had best 
undertake this enquiry by proceeding directly to a consideration of the Six Canons of Hsieh 
Ho, formulated in the fifth century. An attempt has been made to derive these from a list of 
the Six Limbs of Painting which occurs in an Indian commentary of the thirteenth century. The 
possibility of derivation is not excluded by the dates, because the Six Limbs are no more than 
a traditional summary of ideas that were already current in India in the fifth century. But the 
accidental correspondences are by no means so exact in detail as to suggest derivation, and I re-
gard the Chinese canon as quite independent. On the other hand, the essential correspondences 
are such as might be expected from a common foundation of aesthetic theory in metaphysical 
bases. 

From this point of view, let us examine the Canons in due order. The first and most im-
portant demands the operation or reverberation of the spirit in life movement. The word ch’i, 
spirit, means from the Taoist point of view life as it proceeds from Heaven and Earth, the two 
modalities of the Tao, or even if taken as by Mencius to be the “passion-nature” or “fiery na-
ture”, has the same meaning of life-principle, but conceived as the will to life, or desire. It is 
the same as Hindu prana, spiration, identified either directly with Brahman, or manifested as 
the wind by which the waters are stirred, so that a reflection of God appears in them, which is 
the world picture. The word ch’i is also to be used with literal accuracy as the proper Chinese 
rendering of the third member of the Christian Trinity. Ch’i is accordingly “form” in the sense 
that “the soul is the form of the body”. Those who have studied theology will readily follow 
these identifications, which I mention here only to demonstrate more clearly the foundation 
of Chinese aesthetic in traditional metaphysic, and because in a similar way it can be shown 
that Indian aesthetic theory is purely Vedantic; and the likeness of Vedanta and Taoism is so 
immediate that some scholars have supposed a derivation, which, however, does not seem 
to be required. As to operation or reverberation, these shades of related meaning depend on 
which of two characters both pronounced yûn is written. In any case, but preferring the sense 
“reverberation”, the statement is comparable in form with that of the dhvani theory of Hindu 
rhetoricians, who assert that neither the literal nor the allegorical sense of the sound convey its 
whole import, but that is is only as it were by an echoing of the sound and sense in the heart of 
the hearer that the suchness (tattva), anagogic or transcendental content can be tasted. Just as 
knowledge is neither subjective nor objective, but has its being only in the act of knowing, so 
art is neither subjective nor objective, but has its being only in the act of aesthetic “imitation”. 
Nor is the work of art to be thought of as the art; the art is an act, originally in the artist and 
remaining in him, but also to be reproduced by the spectator in the act of criticism. As Confu-
cius says: “Are bells and drums all that is meant by music?” In India it is constantly asserted that 
all art is intellectual, citta-samjna: the Lankâvatara Sûtra expresses it thus: “The real picture is 
not in the colour nor the surface nor the saucer”. In many places it is pointed out that though 
the pictorial surface is flat, we speak of it as being in relief, and the subjectivity even of natural 
space is asserted when it is pointed out that all we see of natural forms by the eye’s intrinsic 
faculty is a patchwork of coloured areas. 

The distinction of art from the work of art is also to be found in Whitman, who says: “All 
music is what awakes in you when you are reminded of it by the instruments, all architecture is 
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what you do to it when you look at it.” The work of art then is simply a means of communica-
tion: its actual tangible aesthetic surfaces have no other value in themselves than as causes of 
sensation, pleasant or otherwise, and this is why from the Oriental point of view the modern 
study of aesthetics by psychological experiment has to be dismissed as altogether futile. 

Now as to the nature of the aesthetic act: as we know from what was said about Yoga, it 
consists in the beginning of a fetch of the singly directed imagination by which the form cor-
responding to the required notion is drawn into intellectual mental view, and being there held, 
serves as the plan of the work to be done. But before the work can be taken in hand, the artist 
must have been completely identified with the form evoked in his mind, so only truly knowing 
it. As in the intellectual mental image thought and its manifestation are thus identified, so in 
the physical replica, if the artist has been effectively trained and has the habit of his craft, there 
will be a conformity of actual shape to intended significance. To proceed from the Christian 
scholastic point of view: as knowledge consists in an adaequatio rei et intellectus, so art is a 
consonantia diversorum, viz., of the intelligible idea and its sensible embodiment. Just this co-
incidence of formal and pictorial, intelligible and sensible elements in a work of art is precisely 
what is sought in Ch’an-Zen. 

Now as to India: We have the terms sadrsya and sahitya denoting what is essential respec-
tively in painting and literature. Sâdrsya is literally conformity, con-similarity, aesthetic “imita-
tion” (Arts imitatur naturam in sua operatione) and this refers to a quality wholly self-contained 
in the work itself, not to a comparison of the work with a model, but rather as we speak of 
le mot juste. I need hardly remind you that neither in Chinese nor in Indian art do we find the 
use of models, or of drawing from nature, except in connection with rough sketches made as 
an aid to the artist’s own knowledge of nature. Sâhitya is similarly the coincidence of sound 
and meaning in verbal art, and this is clearly explained by the example of the two-in-oneness 
of Purina and Sakti as joint modalities of Brahman, which you will recognize when translated 
into Christian terms as the essential identity of the two Persons, Father and Son, interior and 
spoken word, or even better in the generation of the Son from “conjoined principles” in God 
(St. Thomas, Summa Theologia, I, Q.27, A.2). 

Now what in Chinese corresponds to consonantia, sâdrsya, sahitya? I have not been able 
to find a single word used in technical aesthetics with this meaning, but I may say that Hsüan 
Tsang translates sâdrsya by ch’ou, where the word occurs in Vasubandhu to denote a recipro-
cal relation rather more abstract than is implied by ch’ou alone and that if a phrase were to 
be coined, ying ch’ou might be adequate. But if there is not a single term in use equivalent to 
consonantia, there are numerous dicta embodying the idea: for example, “By means of natural 
shape (hsing) depict the divine (shên).” “The great painters of old painted the idea (ī) and not 
merely the shape (hsing)”, and in adverse criticism: “The appearance was like (hsing-ssu), but 
the reverberation (yun) was weak.” 

This last brings us back to Hsieh Ho. If we take the first and fourth canons together (as we 
are bound to do, because the canons cannot be mutually contradictory), we have (1) to express 
the reverberation of the spirit in the movement of life and (2) to make shape (hsing) according 
to natural species (wu). To put this in one statement amounts to saying that by means of the 
representative element express the spiritual conception. Which gives us our consonantia. As to 
consonantia in other Chinese writings on art, the fact is that they are always telling about it but 
do not give it a distinct name. 

The second canon asserts that the vehicle of expression (as defined in the first canon) is 
the brush stroke or line, and it is self-evident that the brush stroke or line is in itself the most 
abstract and intelligible part of the work, since an outline, boundary, or limiting plane does not 
correspond to anything seen in Nature, but represents an interpretation of what we see; in other 
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words, line is not representative, but symbolic. The same is implied by Indian authorities when 
they remind us that it is the line (rekhâ) that interests the master, while the public cares most 
about colour. The third and fourth canons, taken by themselves, point out that the pictorial or 
representative elements in a work of art are those of shape (mass or area), and colour, and this, 
too, becomes self-evident if we reflect that what the eye sees in Nature is nothing but a patch-
work of colours, as was recognized early in the development of Indian psychology: coloured 
areas being thus the primary data of sense impression become in the work of art the primary 
means of recognition; and because the attempt at recognition is the first animal reaction of the 
naive spectator, it has been observed that colour is what interests the public. 

The last canon, with the ideogram ch’uan, says “draw according to ancient models.” “What 
he gets by his mind (shin) he transmits (ch’van) by his hand”. This is not merely a special case 
of the conservatism which we have already shown to be proper to traditional cultures such 
as the Chinese and Indian, but can be paralleled by an abundance of Indian words all used in 
speaking of the practice of art, for example sastramâna, agamarthâvisamvâdi, nâyât, vidhivat, 
Sil-pânurûpa, etc., all meaning “According to canonical prescription”, “ascertained rules”, “craft 
traditions”, etc. 

Let us now turn to the San P’ing, a well known Chinese classification of painting according 
to intrinsic virtue. The threefold division is as divine (shên), profound (miao), and accomplished 
(nêng), the first representing absolute perfection, the goal rather than the attainable in human 
art, the second is such true mastery as approaches perfection, the third is mere dexterity. A 
striking parallel to this occurs in the discussion of the poetic imagination by Indian rhetoricians, 
especially in the second chapter of Kâvyagekhara’s Kâvya-Mimâmsa. Here the creative faculty, 
kârayitri pratibhâ, is considered as of three kinds: spontaneous (sahaja), or sârasvata (from 
Sarasvati, goddess of music); acquired (âhârya) or acquired by constant exercise (abhyasika); 
and the product of instruction (âupadesikâ). The first of these does not mean (nor does Chinese 
shên) divinely inspired, but rather denotes a degree of facility divine in kind, a “perfection” or 
“grace”. Indeed, the perfected being, for example the Buddha or Bodhisattva, is said precisely 
to possess a perfect virtuosity (kusala) in creative (nairmànika) and executive (sailpasthanika) 
power, and likewise to be possessed of an absolute pramana, of which we have seen that the 
aesthetic conscience is a special mode. One is reminded of the angels, who are said to have 
fewer ideas and to use less means than men. The Chinese also have an independent class, the 
Extraordinary (ī taken with reference to the Tao) applied to a more personal kind of philosoph-
ical or literary painting, great in achievement, though not the work of professional artists, nor 
governed by traditional rules, ch’uan. This comes nearer to the modern conception of genius 
than does any qualifying term already mentioned. The Indian conception of the poetic imagina-
tion as power (Sakti) offers a partial equivalent. But none of these latter terms can be forced 
to imply that there can be made any real comparison of the Oriental “perfect artist” with the 
occidental “genius”. In the Orient, perfection may be obtainable from an unorthodox position, 
but if such a thing can happen, it is really as an abnormality and accident; in any case, perfection 
could never be thought of as achieved because of a neglect of or emancipation from rule, but 
only in spite of such a taking of liberties. It is very possible Chinese applied to painting ought 
to be rendered “flair” rather than “genius”. Much more work needs to be done in translating 
Chinese writings about art and works of art. 

Chinese and Indian technique in various arts, though not in all, can be profitably compared. 
For example, as to painting, the essential medium in both is that of the brush outline, colour 
being secondary. The second canon of Hsieh Ho alludes to the rendering of structure by the 
brush, and Indian writers are never tired of asserting that master painters and competent critics 
are interested in the purity of the line, while what the public likes is richness of colour. Other 
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parallels can be drawn between Chinese and Indian perspective, defined simply as “means of 
suggesting the third dimension”; some work in this field has already been done. Indian and 
Chinese music, and still more dramatic technique, present many remarkable parallels; here the 
essential and accidental have to be disentangled. 

Finally, I want to call your attention to the significance of certain Chinese fairy tales, as 
they would generally be called, though they are really myths. Everyone will have heard of the 
Taoist legends of the disappearance of a supreme artist, or of the coming to life and disappear-
ance of his work: I allude particularly to the legends of Wu Tao Tzu, and that of the “Flight of 
the Dragon”, first preserved to us from the Liang Dynasty; the latter has provided the title of 
a charming booklet written by Binyon on Far Eastern Art. The notion of the disappearance, or 
rather transformation, of the perfected being is in itself necessarily common to all metaphysical 
traditions; it occurs, for example, in Christianity as Ascension (it is interpreted by the school-
men that the material part of the body is disintegrated in the air, only the being of the body 
returning to God), and in the Vedanta Transformation (abhisambhava), thus Sariramakrtam 
akrtam krtâtmā brahma-lokam abhisambhavyāmi, “Having unmade the body, as a self made 
perfect, I am transformed to the unmade (uncreated) world of Brahman”, Chändogya Upani-
shad, VIII, 13. The disappearance of the poet-saint Mânikka Vâcagar in the Indian, of Moses, 
Enoch, and Elias in the Hebrew, and of the latter as al-khizr (who is said to have partaken of 
the Water of Life) in the Islamic tradition, are cases in point. Need I say that transformation 
has nothing in common with death or immortality, except as to the accident of disappearance? 

As to the rationale of this: modes of Being can only be thought of, in the first place, as 
manifested or non-manifested. Manifested being, in the second place, as consciousness func-
tioning respectively on the intelligible and sensible planes, as in Aristotle and scholastic systems 
in general. Now, on the sensible or material plane, here and now, we have to recognize both 
a mental creation (the formation of the art in the artist), and the imitation of this creation by 
an act of will in a material work of art. Such works of art “live” only metaphorically. But an 
art of this kind, with its inevitable imperfections due to what Dante calls the sorda, Hindu 
tāmasika, qualities of the already existing materials employed in “making”, is a priori excluded 
from the intelligible world, which is complete in itself, though invisible to the eye’s intrinsic 
faculty. There can only be conceived the mental creation, the art in the artist, with immediate 
identity of cause and effect. This is creation in the religious sense in the language of metaphysics, 
manifestation. The whole idea is very clearly expressed by Eckhart when he says: “a carpenter 
building a house will first erect it in his mind, and were the house enough subject to his will, 
then materials apart, the only difference between them would be that of begetter and suddenly 
begotten... as it is in God.. there being no distinction of outpouring and outpoured”. 

So then the perfected man, in his aspect as artist, or in any aspect, who attains partial real-
ization (and therewith the intelligible world), or a fortiori who attains to complete realization 
(and therewith the non-manifested world, which is not merely invisible but super-rational or 
alogical) must be thought of as transformed and invisible from our point of view, there remain-
ing nothing by which his existence can be sensibly registered. At the same time, his art can 
now only be described as a mental creation or manifestation, existing only and immediately as 
natural species, the phenomenal world, the unknowable as we know it. The perfected artist 
then shares in God’s eternal and timeless creation, seeing the universe, not as we see it, but as 
the world picture, the totality of forms reflected in a single image, Chuang Tzu’s “mirror of the 
Universe”—”painted by the Self on the canvas of the Self”, as Sankara says. “When painting 
has reached divinity (shên) there is an end of the matter.” 

Now, while those ideas are expressed more or less explicitly in every tradition, or rather in 
the tradition wherever it can be recognized —even the Greek story of Pygmalion represents a 
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distant echo—it is so far as I know peculiar to China to have invented so many specific legends 
of the disappearance of the perfected artist and the coming to life of his “work”. 

I must now conclude, and would like to repeat that my real theses have been (1) the dis-
tinction of what is essential from what is accidental in Chinese-Indian parallels, and (2) to point 
out that however much your mentality may be opposed to the method of induction from First 
Principles, there is no other method by which Oriental civilizations, which are founded in First 
Principles, can be made intelligible. The method of deduction from observed fact, to which no 
doubt you are irrevocably attached, leads only to description and classification, which may be 
“accurate”, but need not imply any comprehension of or assimilation to the thing described 
and classified. Description and classification are acts of the mind; comprehension an act of the 
pure intellect. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

Worldly people have no stuff in them. They are like a heap of cow-dung. Flat-
terers come to them and say: ‘You are so charitable and wise! You are so pious!’ 
These are not mere words but pointed bamboos thrust at them... Arbitration 
and leadership? How trifling these are! Charity and doing good to others? You 
have had enough of these... If you realize God, you will get everything else. First 
God, then charity, doing good to others, doing good to the world, and redeem-
ing people. 

Sri Ramakrishna. 
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“I Seek God’s Pardon…”
	
by 

R.W. Austin 

THIS PROFOUND AND searching act of contrition is attributed to the greatly revered Abū 
Madyan whose shrine near Tlemcen is still the object of pilgrimage. Born in or about the Year 
1126 A.D. at Seville, he moved to Fez early in his life and there followed the Sufi Way under 
Muhammad al-Daqqāq and Abū Ya’azzā. He often went into retreat high up on Mt. Zalagh, to 
the North of Fez. After some years he went to the East on the Pilgrimage and may have met 
the famous ‘Abd al-Qādir al-Jīlānī in Iraq. On his return to his native North Africa he settled at 
Bījāyah (Bougie) and attracted many disciples around his person, many of whom were to influ-
ence greatly the spread of Sufism in North Africa. Inevitably, living as he was under Almohad 
rule, he aroused the wrath of the local religious scholars, and it was on his way to stand trial 
before the Sultan in Marrakesh that he died at ‘Ubbād near Tlemcen. 

Although he left little in writing, and although much of what bears his name is probably 
from the pen of later disciples, his standing in the history of North African Sufism is very great. 
The formidable Ibn ‘Arabī spoke very highly of him and it is clear that his barakah or spiritual 
grace was profoundly felt by all who came into contact with him, whether directly or indirectly. 

ISTIGHFAR OF SHU’AIB ABU MADYAN 

I seek God’s pardon, Who moves the spheres in their courses in 

thedarkness like the swell of surging waves. 

I seek God’s pardon, Who saves the suppliant when (false) knowl-

edge threatens him with harm. 

I seek God’s pardon, Who forgives the sins of one who comes to 

him broken, humble, and full of regret. 

I seek Gods’ pardon, Who covers the faults of blemished men and 

snatches them from His own vengeance. 

I seek God’s pardon for what I utter, for my (so called) virtue, for 

the shamefulness of my affair, my form and characteristics 

I seek God’s pardon for my private and public state, for the fickle-

ness of my heart and the (self-satisfied) smile upon my lips. 

I seek God’s pardon for what I hear and see, for my hidden thoughts 

and notions, as also for my words. 

I seek God’s pardon, for my speech, my deficiencies, my greater 

sins and misdemeanours. 

I seek God’s pardon for the wrongs my hands have wrought and 

the evil my steps have turned to. 

I seek God’s pardon for what I have failed to achieve and what I 

have gained for my own profit since reaching maturity. 
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I seek God’s pardon for (the state of ) my soul, for my breath, for 

my idle thoughts, as also for my dangerous and lustful imag-

inings. 

I seek God’s pardon for my natural state, my greediness and the 

deterioration of my (spiritual) state in sickness. 

I seek God’s pardon for saying “I”, “with me”, “mine” “in my pos-

session”, for my opinions and oaths. 

I seek God’s pardon for what I have not learned and what I have 

learned, as also for what I may have misconstrued in writing. 

I seek God’s pardon for my sleeping and dozing and waking and 

the immunity I have snatched by my sleeping. 

I seek God’s pardon both day and night and for the morrow before 

it exposes my deficiency. 

I seek God’s pardon for my youthful conflict with the aged and 

venerable. 

I seek God’s pardon for as long as breezes blow from the Yemen 

and streams flow in hills and valleys. 

I seek God’s pardon for as long as the pilgrims journey to places 

hallowed by absolution and sacrosanctity. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as there are letters, verses and 

maxims in Holy Scriptures. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as there are pasturing camels, 

worlds on the horizon (of heaven) and mountain peaks on 

earth. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as there are plants, as the riches 

of the deep and the flocks of beasts on land. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as there are winds, things to eat 

and shares thereof. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as there are stars, seen or un-

seen in the black darkness of space. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as the sands or the rains which 

water the earth. 

I seek God’s pardon as many times as there are men and jinn, Arabs 

and non-Arabs. 

I seek God’s pardon as many as are the thoughts in the hearts and 

minds of wise and mature men. 

All majesty be to God, our Creator, Maker of all things, Giver of 
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life to mouldering bones. 

All majesty be to God, our Provider, the Bestower of blessings and 

abundance He to Whom is ascribed all Bounty. 

All majesty be His, many times the things I have mentioned. 

Finally, blessing be upon the Chosen of Mudar, the best of cre-

ation, best of those who weep or smile. 
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The Banishment of Sita1 
by
	

Keshavram N. Iengar
	

THE HINDU FAITH has often been blamed for not providing an ascetic order for women, like 
Buddhism and Christianity, wherein they could dedicate themselves to the service of fellow 
human beings and earn the favour of Heaven—salvation through service. But Hindu Dharma 
goes to the source of the problem by providing the most suitable inauguration for a soul on its 
journey through life, by being born of women who are assured the highest honour and protec-
tion in society. This society prescribed regulations for the utmost biological and moral purity 
of its women, by the exaltation of motherhood and by the impeccable standards of chastity. 
By taking care in advance of the ethico-biological background of the family, many problems of 
health and psychological imbalances are avoided. 

There are opportunities enough within a Hindu family for women to practise all modes of 
sacrifice and dedication. It is often equal in its rigour to an ascetic life, without being exposed 
to its dangers. The authors of the Dharmasastras were clearly aware of all the subtle weaknesses 
which the flesh was heir to and of the differences in the constitutions of men and women. 

The merit that a Brahmana earns by poverty and scholarship, a Kshatriya from death in 
battle, a Vaishya from charity and the care of cows, and a Shudra by devotion and labour for 
his master, a Hindu woman earns by love and ministration to her husband and nurture of her 
family. This is the spiritual means (sadhana) and sacrifice (yagna) supreme for every Hindu 
woman. 

Man’s extremity is God’s opportunity. For imputing motives to Lakshmana, Sita had to 
suffer the ordeal of ten months at Lanka. For casting aspersions on the spotless character of 
Bharata, a true devotee (bhagavata apachâra), she had to court the severest chastisement for a 
woman,—banishment from her husband’s hearth. With these trials, the single faltering in Sita’s 
conduct (anu-charana), namely her harsh words to Lakshmana spoken on an alien impulse, 
was set aright. That small dent of human failing, inevitable for being cast in a mortal coil, was 
repaired and she was made perfect, even as her incorruptible Divine Essence. 

Just as the supreme sacrifice of Jesus Christ, His Crucifixion, redeems and opens to Salva-
tion all the souls that lived before His nativity and all the souls that shall come after Him, to 
the end of the World, this supreme sacrifice of Sita, her Banishment from a society that had 
already begun to show signs of a growing corruption, redeems and purifies all the women that 
lived before her advent, and all the women that are born after her. Through woman the holy 
vessel, the progeny that shall be born of her are likewise purified. 

There is no word of complaint against Rama, no hysterical wailing and swearing unto Heav-
en, but the silent tears that were shed by Sita at her exile, traverse our land to this day and 
cleanse the hearts of all faithful women. We could no more wish her Banishment not to have 
been, than Christians could wish there was no Crucifixion of their Saviour. 

Sri Rama’s reign was to demonstrate the application (ācharana) of Dharma in a man’s life 
and not to insist on his rights as a son, king or husband. If the standards of Rama’s conduct were 
superlative, those for Sita were even greater. It was to proclaim the glory of Sita that all the 

Reprinted by kind permission of Kamakoti Vani, a monthly journal devoted to Indian Culture, Literature and 
Philosophy, from Madras. 
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events in the Ramayana seem to be ordained. The rightness or otherwise of Rama’s action in 
sending away Sita, become merely incidental in the light of the Greater Truth that is Sita’s life. 
Sitayascharitam mahat. But for the ideal of Sita’s life which Hindu women have cherished all these 
centuries, Hindu Dharma could never have been sustained in our country till now. 

The first prayer of a Hindu on rising from bed is to beg forgiveness for treading on the body 
of Mother Earth. And men in this country had for long known to walk gently on the Earth. It 
is from the boundless forbearance and innocence of the Earth that Sita is born and it is to the 
Earth that she returns when her purity is vindicates But man, proud man, product of the Earth 
yet divorced from his parent by pursuing the promptings of his runaway reason, continues to 
debate the subject of Sita’s Banishment, not seeing that it is he who banishes Sita, not Rama. It 
is this “everyman” in us that must hang his head in shame for his feeble faith in himself. 

The issue was not that Sita’s chastity was suspect,—she is always and everywhere the em-
bodiment of purity—but that her suffering was once more necessary to point out that man 
with his doubting mind, that delights in defamations, will not be convinced “even if one rose 
from the dead”! The Fire-ordeal at Lanka had convinced all the gods and animals. 

Sita is the power and wealth of the Earth. She belongs by virtue (dharma) to the Sungod 
Rama, with whom she is ever united. Ravana who represents our tenfold egotism, tried to ar-
rogate that power and wealth to himself and met his doom. Hanuman stands for the unsullied 
human mind, as swift and expansive as the wind. He does not know his own power, but when 
he is dedicated “in service” to the Lord (Shiva), uniting Him with the Divine Mother (Shakti), 
he attains immortality. 

Sadharmacharini me tvam pranebhyopi gariyasi. 
“By pursuing the path of Dharma, you are dearer to me than life itself”, declares Rama to 

Sita when she questions Him about His severity towards the Rakshasas. Rama does not go back 
on His word. Not even in jest or hyperbole does Rama make a promise which He does not 
keep. 

Apyaham jivitam jahyam tvam va Site salakshmanam. 
“I may yield up my life or even thee, O Sita, as well as Lakshmana ...” 
Events so turn out that He has to banish both Sita and Lakshmana, in each case, at the call 

of a higher Duty and for the redemption of His word. It is the same Dharma in a severer form 
that separates the Divine Pair in the Uttarakanda. Indeed, the spirit of Rama has departed with 
Sita on her banishment. But He holds on to life, as it were, in order to let that glorious lady fulfil 
her charge as the mother of His illustrious sons and depart as a Sumangali, what every Hindu 
woman prays for. 

We are born in another’s pain and die in our own. The story of Sri Rama which was born 
from the pain of Valmiki at seeing one of a pair of birds separated from its loved one, ends 
likewise on a note of pain and sadness, of the amalgamating pain that we share with Sri Rama 
on Sita’s exit from this mortal world. But it is that necessary and joyous pain from which we die 
to this world to be reborn into the Life Eternal, in the kingdom of Sita-Rama. 
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ONE OF THE most deep-seated contrasts, not to say conflicts, in western doctrinal traditions 
is that between Platonism1 and Christian theology. Historically speaking, the confrontation 
between the two traditions was most evident in those great formative centuries of Christian 
thought which lie between the end of the third century and the beginning of the seventh cen-
tury, and was naturally at its most intense in urban centres like Alexandria, Athens, Constan-
tinople and Antioch in which both Platonic and Christian schools flourished side by side. But 
the issues which came to the fore in this confrontation represents what one might describe as 
perennially divergent tendencies manifested by man in his attempts to give his doctrinal under-
standing an adequate linguistic formulation. Nowhere is this more clear and more crucial than 
in respect of the differing estimates which emerged in this confrontation of the role that logic 
should play in relation to the formulation of divine Truth. The obstinacy with which Christian 
theologians maintained formulations that from the logical point of view were contradictory 
exposed them to the charge of blindness on the part of the Platonists; while the determination 
with which the Platonists insisted on reducing every illogical formulation to a logical formula-
tion provoked counter-charges on the part of the Christian theologians that they, the Platonists, 
were merely victims of the tyranny of logic. Does anything more profound than recrimination 
based on mutual incomprehension lie behind these charges? 

In the Platonic perspective, metaphysical Reality is a subtly graduated structure descend-
ing from the undetermined One that is beyond Being through a series of determinations which 
eventually issue in the human soul. Here at once two points must be emphasized. The first 
point is that for the Platonists these determinations are not merely products of human thought 
which lack any objective basis in metaphysical Reality itself. On the contrary, they represent 
actual gradations of substance in the structure of this Reality. The second point is that each 
determination subsequent to the One is characterized by a certain loss of reality and absolute-
ness, this loss being greater the lower the determination stands in the descending series. These 
two points together mean that Being, for instance, which represents the primal determination 
of the undetermined One, is in an actual and substantial manner distinguished from the One in 
divinis itself; and that the fact that Being stands in this way subsequent to the One signifies that 
Being possesses a lesser degree of absolute reality than that possessed by the One; and the same 
applies, in a gradually increasing fashion, to all those determinations which in their turn issue 
or emanate from Being and from what stands below Being. In other words, for the Platonists 
metaphysical Reality comprises a hierarchy of gradations each real on its own level but each 
possessing a degree of absoluteness and reality which depends on its relative proximity to the 
pre-ontological One, which alone may be described as absolutely real. 

Christian theologians, on the other hand, refuse to admit these descending gradations of 
substance in metaphysical Reality. They do admit that there are distinctions in this Reality and 
that in certain respects it may be said to be beyond all determination, even that of Being, while 

For the purposes of this paper, the term Platonism is intended to designate also those doctrinal formulations 
which go under the heading of neo-Platonism. 
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in others it may said to be determined; and they affirm, moreover, that these distinctions are 
real and substantive. But they deny that what may be distinguished in metaphysical Reality 
possesses on that account a lesser degree of absolute reality than what is beyond all distinction. 
They do not recognize the idea of relativity in divinis or that it is legitimate to say that there 
is something relatively absolute in God in the way that the Platonists affirm. Instead, they not 
only maintain that God is a Trinity and this triune character of God represents real distinctions; 
they also maintain that each hypostasis of the Trinity is as real and as absolute as each other 
hypostasis, and that the reality and absoluteness possessed by each hypostasis are those of God 
Himself in His most absolute and intrinsic nature. 

It is at once clear from even this brief account of the different ideas of the structure of 
metaphysical Reality held by Platonists and Christian theologians that, while the Platonic idea 
is eminently logical, the Christian idea is antinomic. According to the laws of logic, every de-
termination must exclude all those aspects of total reality not subsumed within the terms of 
its own definition. A wall cannot be a tree or a cow or anything else not included in that entity 
denoted by the word ‘wall’. This is to say that, logically speaking, every determination implies 
to a greater or lesser degree a limitation when compared with total reality. It is also to say that 
in the ultimate logical analysis total reality (or the infinite) must be beyond all determination, 
since any determination, as we saw, implies some limitation and therefore the exclusion of 
some aspect or aspects of total reality. Hence, in terms which are consistent with the laws of 
logic, the highest principle in the metaphysical order—that which embraces total reality and 
is infinite in its nature—must be beyond all determination. It is by means of an analysis of this 
kind that the Platonists arrive at the idea of an undetermined One that is beyond even Being 
as the supreme principle in the metaphysical order. It is also by means of an analysis of this 
kind that the Platonists establish the law that any metaphysical principle which can be logi-
cally distinguished from the One, and so must represent some determination of the total reality 
embraced by the One, must on that account possess less reality than the undetermined One, 
because by definition it will exclude some aspect or aspects of the total reality subsumed in the 
One. The greater its degree of determination the more it will exclude of that total reality sub-
sumed in the One and so, correspondingly, the less will be its own degree of reality. It is in this 
way that the Platonists construe in metaphysical Reality that hierarchy of gradations each real 
on its own level but each possessing a degree of reality which depends on its relative proximity 
to the One. Only the One is absolutely real; any metaphysical principle subsequent to the One, 
and logically distinguished from the One by the degree of determination that applies to it, will 
be only relatively real. In other words, this hierarchy of gradations in metaphysical Reality is 
one which may be established according to the strict laws of logic effective on the plane of the 
human intelligence. It corresponds to the order of logic effective on this plane. 

The Christian idea of a metaphysical Reality whose ultimate nature is triune cuts directly 
across that correlation between the order of logic and the metaphysical order which the Pla-
tonists assume. According to the laws of logic, any determination, as we have seen, necessarily 
implies a degree of limitation: this is a truth of the logical order. But because for the Platonists 
there is a direct correspondence between the order of logic and the metaphysical order, what 
is true according to the laws of logic will also have its corresponding application on the meta-
physical plane. This means that any determination in divinis will also imply a relative degree 
of limitation in what is determined when compared with the undetermined nature of total 
and absolute reality itself. Hence for the Platonists the Christian affirmation that the supreme 
principle in metaphysical Reality is distinguished by its trinitarian character indicates that the 
Christian conception of this Reality begins not with the undetermined nature of total and abso-
lute reality itself, signified for the Platonists by the One that is beyond Being, but with a grade of 

77 



 

 

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #2 (Spring 1973)
	

determination which is subsequent to the One and which might well be identified with Being. 
For the Platonists, basing their discrimination on logical analysis, the pre-ontological One must 
both precede all distinction and be more absolute and more real than any distinction; the Trin-
ity; they argue, can therefore only represent a certain degree of determination of the One and 
so the Trinity itself in its unity and each hypostasis of the Trinity singly must be to some extent 
less real and less absolute than the One. 

Yet it is precisely this that the theologians deny. They fully affirm the pre-ontological aspect 
of the divine nature—they donote this aspect by the term Essence. But they maintain, first, that 
even this aspect of the divine nature does not escape or transcend a trinitarian character; and, 
second, that in so far as the recognition of the trinitarian character of the divine nature signifies a 
recognition of determination in divinis, this does not imply that either the Trinity in its unity or 
any of its three hypostases singly is therefore lacking in some degree of total and absolute reality. 
They refuse to accept the idea of an Essence (or One) which transcends the Trinity, or that the 
Trinity represents certain determinations of the Essence in the sense that each hypostasis of the 
Trinity expresses a relative mode of the Essence and on that account is to some extent less real 
and less absolute than the Essence. For them, the Essence itself is enhypostasized, and to posit 
the idea of an Essence or a One which principially transcends or precedes the Trinity is to posit 
an idea that is less adequate to the Reality it is intended to indicate than the idea of the Trinity. 
For the theologians, the idea of the Trinity, although it violates the laws of logic, or at least does 
not represent an application of these laws to the point at which the Platonists themselves apply 
them, is yet the most adequate representation of metaphysical Reality that the human mind is 
able to conceive. 

This affirmation on the part of Christian theologians of the central tenet of their doctrine 
in terms which imply that the ultimate structure of divine Reality is not only super-logical but 
also illogical or contrary to logic in a way that the Platonists cannot admit, means one of two 
things. Either it means that Christian theologians are bad logicians pure and simple, and so take 
refuge in making statements which, because of their incapacity, they are forced to defend by 
pretending that they are beyond the reach of logic; or it means that they are not necessarily bad 
logicians but have good reasons for refusing to apply the norms of logic in ways in which for the 
Platonists it is quite legitimate to apply them. The Platonists themselves usually attributed to a 
lack of logical subtlety and acumen the failure of the Christian theologians to resolve in a logi-
cally consistent manner some of the paradoxical forms in which their doctrine is couched. But 
this is an over-simplification. On deeper analysis it will be found that the Christian theologians 
did have reasons which in their own eyes at least justified them in restricting their application 
of logic to limits beyond which the Platonists regarded it as quite proper to go. Many of these 
theologians were trained in Platonic schools and were entirely familiar with the whole struc-
ture of Platonic thought and with the logical premises on which it is supported. If none the less 
they wished to distinguish their approach to doctrinal formulation from that of the Platonists 
it is plausible to assume that they must have known very well why they did wish to do this. At 
any rate, some attempt should at least be made to see things from their point of view and to 
discover whether their refusal to recognize the Platonic structure of metaphysical Reality is due 
merely to blindness or does have some more intelligible basis. One may then go on to discuss 
the value of this basis, but that is another matter. 

Briefly, the argument of the Platonists, as we have seen, is that metaphysical Reality is 
subject to gradations which correspond to those of the logical order. This means that one is 
perfectly entitled to apply logical analysis to the structure of metaphysical Reality and to distin-
guish in a way that conforms to this analysis a hierarchy of gradations each real on its own level 
but each possessing a degree of absolute reality which depends on its ‘distance’ from the divine 
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Source. But this line of reasoning, it is clear, depends upon consciously or unconsciously accept-
ing as true the presupposition that the order of logic does in fact correspond to the structure of 
metaphysical Reality. This is to say that it depends upon consciously or unconsciously accepting 
as true the presupposition that ultimately nothing in the structure of divine Reality is illogical 
or contrary to logic. For if this presupposition is true, then of course the idea that divine Reality 
is subject to gradation necessarily follows, because the order of logic is one of degrees or grades; 
and this graduated structure of logic can simply be transposed or applied to this Reality, which 
it is presumed to reflect in the first place. Indeed, if this presupposition is true, it then follows 
quite directly that once it can be shown that one proposition referring to divine Reality stands 
higher in the logical order than another such proposition, then the level or grade of that Reality 
to which this first proposition refers must also stand higher in the metaphysical order than that 
to which the second refers. For instance, if it can be demonstrated that what is beyond Being 
stands higher in the order of logic than Being, it will follow that what is beyond Being stands 
higher than Being in the metaphysical order. Hence the absoluteness of Being will be less than, 
or only relative when compared with, the absoluteness of what is beyond Being; and so on, 
down the logically graduated scale. 

What does all this imply? Logic may be defined as the capacity to draw conclusions from a 
given starting-point or from a series of given starting-points. In principle, there are no grounds 
for affirming that this starting-point or these starting-points must be logical in form. The logi-
cal capacity can make deductions from a starting-point that is illogical in form just as well as 
it can from one that is logical in form: Platonists and Christian theologians alike agree on this. 
Platonists and theologians also agree that logical analysis is governed by certain laws, of which 
the most basic is that of non-contradiction, expressed in its simplest form in the proposition 
that a thing cannot simultaneously be and not be. The question at issue between Platonists and 
theologians does not therefore concern the nature of logic itself or how it must be used when it 
is used. It concerns only the relationship between the logical order and the metaphysical order. 
The arguments of the Platonists, we have seen, depend upon accepting as true the idea that 
there is an adequation of the two orders. This does not mean that for the Platonists the order of 
logic coincides with the metaphysical order. But it does mean that the order of logic on its own 
level mirrors the structure of the metaphysical order, so that the laws of logic not only derive 
from but also analogically may be applied to the metaphysical order. In other words, when 
metaphysical Reality is reflected on the logical plane of the human mind, the concepts it forms 
of itself will be, or at least in principle should be, logically consistent and non-contradictory 
because, the Platonists affirm, ultimately nothing in the nature of this Reality is opposed to the 
principle of logical consistency and non-contradiction. It is for this reason that the Platonists feel 
quite justified in applying the laws of logic to their representations of the metaphysical realm, 
and why they claim that there can in the nature of things be no doctrine that is beyond logical 
explanation. 

This Platonic line of reasoning is of course a circulatory one. It presupposes that the struc-
ture of metaphysical Reality is graded in a manner that is reflected in the order of logic, and it 
then proceeds to apply the gradations of the logical order to metaphysical Reality and to assert 
that the pattern which emerges represents the nature of this Reality more adequately than any 
pattern which ignores these gradations. But unless he is to admit that the presupposition under-
lying his line of reasoning either is a matter of faith or is arbitrary, then the Platonist must be 
able to point to the objective grounds on which he accepts it as true. He must, that is to say, be 
able to show why he presupposes that ultimately nothing in the nature of metaphysical Reality 
is opposed to the principle of non-contradiction and so why he is entitled to predicate a direct 
correlation between this Reality and the order of logic. Logic itself cannot demonstrate the 
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validity of this presupposition. Indeed, there is no way in which it is possible to demonstrate 
it. All that one can do is to assume that it is valid and then go on to apply the laws of logic to 
formulations of divine Truth as if it actually were valid. But the validity or otherwise of the 
presupposition itself is beyond either proof or disproof. 

It is at this point that one may begin to discern how the differing ideas which Christian 
theologians and Platonists form of metaphysical Reality are directly related to their differing 
appreciation of the relationship between the logical order and the metaphysical order. If the 
theologians affirm, as they do affirm, that the most adequate expression in verbal form which 
may be given to metaphysical Reality is one that must be couched in terms that are paradoxical 
and, further, that attempts to give logical explanations to this paradox will result in more, and 
not less, opaque coagulations of that Reality—if the theologians affirm this, it must be because 
they do not assume that concordance or correlation between the metaphysical order and the 
order of logic which the Platonists do assume. They do not assume that ultimately nothing in 
divinis is opposed to the principle of non-contradiction in logical terms. On the contrary, they 
affirm that ultimately there is something in divinis opposed to this principle. They affirm that 
ultimately the nature of metaphysical Reality cannot be expressed in terms compatible with 
the laws of logic, and correspondingly that an axiom entirely true according to these laws can-
not be applied to statements about the nature of this Reality as though it were also true of the 
conditions appertaining to that nature. 

In concrete terms apposite in this context, the theologians would argue, for instance, that 
a determination, which on the logical plane implies a limitation, does not necessarily imply a 
limitation in divinis. Consequently the statement that the absolute and intrinsic nature of di-
vine Reality is a single Essence in three distinct hypostases, each hypostasis embracing total and 
absolute reality in its own right, although a contradiction from the point of view of the logical 
order, is not necessarily a contradiction in terms of the supra-logical conditions appertaining 
to the metaphysical order. The Platonists, for their part, in the name of the logical axiom that 
a determination implies a limitation, would try to reduce this antinomic statement about the 
triune character of the Absolute to a statement which contains no logical contradiction, as 
though that axiom did in fact apply to the conditions appertaining to the metaphysical order. 
They would argue, in the way we have seen, that since each hypostasis in the Trinity represents 
a determination in divinis it cannot on that account represent absolute and infinite reality in 
its own right because the logical axiom that every determination implies a limitation applies 
not only on the logical plane but also to the conditions appertaining to the metaphysical order. 
Each hypostasis therefore must represent something less real and less absolute than absolute 
and infinite reality, which in its turn must be represented by a totally undetermined principle. 
Hence, if this undetermined principle of absolute and infinite reality is designated by the term 
Essence, then the Essence must transcend all hypostatic distinction, and each hypostasis must 
express the Essence in but a relative mode. Yet for the theologians, to reduce, in the name of 
a logical axiom, an antinomie statement about the Absolute to a statement which contains 
no logical contradiction, as though this axiom had direct relevance where the conditions ap-
pertaining to metaphysical order are concerned, is radically to misconstrue the nature of that 
order. For them, there is a kind of hiatus or lack of analogy between the logical order and the 
metaphysical order, and no necessary adequation between the laws effective in the first order 
and those effective in the second. 

It is because of this that the theologians deny that the laws of logic can be applied to formu-
lations of divine Truth in the way that the Platonists apply them. In other words, the presuppo-
sitions underlying the theologians’ line of reasoning is directly opposed to that of the Platonists. 
The Platonists maintain that ultimately nothing in metaphysical Reality contradicts the laws of 
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logic. The theologians maintain that ultimately there is something in this Reality which con-
tradicts the laws of logic, however subtle and refined these may be. The theologians of course 
cannot demonstrate the validity of their presupposition any more than the Platonists can dem-
onstrate the validity of theirs. Indeed, unless both Platonists and theologians are to admit that 
their adherence to the opposing presuppositions underlying their lines of reasoning is arbitrary, 
then they must affirm that ultimately these presuppositions are matters of faith deriving from 
or rooted in different forms of Revelation. But again it would be quite futile to try to establish 
the superiority of the one form of Revelation over the other by demonstrating that the doctrinal 
principles of the one are more logically consistent or subtle than those of the other: this would 
be merely to repeat the same circulatory argument in another context. 

There must be no confusion in this. Christian theologians do not deny that logic has a role 
and that this role is of enormous significance. They do not deny either that the language in 
which to express what may be expressed about metaphysical Reality should be as logically 
intelligible as possible—if they did deny this they would have to give up speaking about meta-
physical Reality altogether. But they do maintain that logical axioms cannot be applied to this 
Reality as though the conditions appertaining to it are subject to laws which correspond to 
those of the logical order. This may be put in another way, similar to that used when speak-
ing of the Platonists: according to the theologians, when metaphysical Reality, ultimately and 
essentially paradoxical in character, is reflected in the mirror of the human intelligence, it is 
reflected in a form which can most adequately be translated into the conceptual language of 
the reason in terms that are correspondingly paradoxical; and the function of logic is to draw 
conclusions from this paradoxical starting-point which have their application in all the many 
contingent spheres of human discourse and action. It has already been said that the capacity 
of logic to fulfill its role is not affected by whether or not its starting-point is in a form that is 
logically consistent or logically contradictory: it can function equally well whatever the starting-
point. In other words, although the theologians completely accept that logic may deploy itself 
downwards from a starting-point which has its ultimate roots in Revelation, they affirm that it 
will overstep its limits if it deploys itself upwards and tries to resolve the paradoxical expres-
sion of the paradoxical complexity of metaphysical Reality as if that Reality were susceptible 
to its laws. And they affirm this not because they lack the capacity for logical reasoning and so 
in self-defence arbitrarily place the key ideas of their doctrine beyond the reach of logic; they 
affirm it because they deny that there is that concordance or correlation between metaphysical 
Reality and the order of logic which the Platonists accept as axiomatic. 

From a slightly different angle it might be said that the Platonists and theologians appear 
to part company in their attitudes towards the character of the higher or spiritual faculty of 
the human intelligence—that organ of perception, if it may be so described, which is capable, 
when illuminated by the Spirit, of a direct apprehension of and insight into metaphysical Re-
ality—and its relationship to the purely rational faculty. For the Platonists it is the human 
intelligence itself, comprising both these faculties, which is endowed with a logical character 
because the Reality of which it is the image or emanation is thought to possess precisely that 
graduated structure which is reflected in the order of logic. It is therefore quite legitimate 
for the Platonists to apply the gradations of logic upward and to formulate their ideas of this 
Reality accordingly because in so doing they will simply be operating in a manner that has its 
justification in the divine Intellect itself. For the theologians, on the other hand, logic does not 
characterize the human intelligence tout court, but only that aspect of it which is represented 
by the rational faculty. Logic is a function of the ratio, not of the contemplative or intuitive 
higher or spiritual faculty. For the theologians, this latter faculty is supra-logical in character; 
and although in principle it is capable of a knowledge of divine Truth, it is not on that account 
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characterized by logic because the divine Truth of which it is the image is not a logical principle 
or a principle to which the laws of logic apply. In other words, Christian theologians appear to 
discriminate far more sharply than the Platonists between the supra-rational faculty of the hu-
man intelligence and the rational faculty, and to regard the logical capacity as a function of the 
latter alone. Hence, while they are just as rigorous in applying the laws of logic in drawing con-
clusions from the ultimately paradoxical form in which the Truth, contemplated in or through 
the divine image or the spiritual faculty in man, clothes itself when translated into conceptual 
or rational terms, they are less ready, for obvious reasons, to assume that this form itself can be 
explained in non-paradoxical terms. 

Indeed, one may say that for the theologians the Platonic assumption that the ultimate 
form in which divine Truth can be conceived on the human plane is not paradoxical but logical 
represents a kind of revolt of the lower or logical faculty of the human intelligence against the 
higher or supra-logical faculty. This revolt is not unconnected in their thought with the fall of 
man (it should be recalled that in paradise the human intelligence is regarded as operating in 
as supra-logical or ‘angelic’ manner); and they see it perpetuated in the continuing tendency 
in ‘fallen’ man to allow his logical capacity to overstep the limits to which its activity should 
be restricted and to try to reduce all formulations of divine Truth to a level at which they are 
subordinate to that law of non-contradiction by which logic itself is governed. For them, logic is 
adapted to and has its circumscribed but significant sphere of relevance in the fallen conditions 
of the physical order and man’s existence in it; and a truth established according to the laws of 
logic—such as that every determination implies a limitation—and so valid for the logical order, 
may in certain respects also be valid for and also apply to these conditions of the physical order; 
but it has no necessary validity for or application to the conditions of the metaphysical order. 

In the final analysis, the antinomic character of the doctrine of the Trinity is for Christian 
theologians a more complete expression of the complexity of divine Truth on the human plane 
than any of the logical explanations, however, complex and subtle they may be, to which it 
may be reduced—even a more complete expression of the Truth than the sum total of all the 
logical explanations of which it is susceptible. For them, the many attempts made by Platonists 
—and, be it said, by those Christian theologians themselves who have been seduced, as the 
more orthodox would put it, by the ‘Platonizing’ tendency in man—to resolve this antinomic 
character in terms compatible with the laws of logic are made from below; and they result in 
over-simplifications which represent an even greater coagulation or hardening of the Truth than 
is already implicit in the antimony itself, and so constitute further obstacles between man and 
his knowledge of God. For the Platonists, on the other hand, with their different view of the 
role of logic in doctrinal formulation, the reverse is the case. Whether the Platonic or the Chris-
tian idea of the Truth is the more adequate is a theme that lies beyond the scope of this paper. 
But at least it should be clear that any positive discussion of this theme must begin, not with 
a consideration of these ideas in themselves, but with a consideration of the grounds on which 
the Platonists accept a relationship between logic and the Absolute which the theologians re-
ject, and vice-versa. Any discussion of this theme that does not begin with this consideration is 
bound to be fruitless or recriminatory or both at once. 
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THERE IS NO end to what could be said about truth, goodness and beauty in all their various 
aspects and relationships. The observations that follow are therefore limited to making only 
one point concerning them, namely, that truth, goodness and beauty are positive and eternal, 
whereas their contraries, error, evil and ugliness are negative and perishable. This point seems 
to be worth making because of the prevalence in the modern world of a tendency to attribute 
an equal status to the positive qualities and to their contraries, simply because they co-exist in 
this world; because all are facts of observation, all are regarded as being equally real and of equal 
standing. Such a view is implicit in many modern movements that base their philosophy on 
a so-called “realism”; most conspicuously perhaps in the arts and in psychology, in which the 
hideous and the degrading are often accorded a “significance” equal to that of the lovely and the 
elevating; less conspicuously but scarcely less effectively in our modern civilisation, dedicated 
as it is to economic progress. Deeds count for more than words, and, whatever motives we may 
profess, truth is sought in these days mainly in its modern scientific form as a foundation for 
a technology devoted to the promotion of economic progress, goodness is expected to follow 
automatically on an increase of material possessions, and beauty is relegated to the status of a 
luxury which must be ruthlessly sacrificed to economic advantage whenever the two seem to 
be mutually incompatible. Contrary tendencies are of course discernable, but it is undeniable 
that those just outlined are in practice predominant at the present time. 

Truth, goodness and beauty are traditionally associated as together representing an ideal of 
perfection. Truth must come first because its absence invalidates anything and everything. The 
word “truth” and the word “reality” are sometimes used as if they were more or less synony-
mous, but there is a distinction between them which it is helpful to preserve. Truth can be 
defined as the coincidence of a mental image with reality, while of reality itself all that can be 
said is that it is what it is whatever anyone may think it is. That is to say: reality plays the part 
of absolute with respect to a truth that is, humanly speaking, almost always in some degree rela-
tive. If we could say exactly in what reality consists it would not be the object of all legitimate 
search, as it is when we seek truth. Reality as such is ubiquitous and is therefore not definable 
distinctively—for to say that “it is what it is” is not a definition—nevertheless it is the rock on 
which are founded all truth, all experience and all possibility of logical thought. If we had found 
reality in its entirety there would be nothing left to look for; there would be no need to seek for 
truth, no room for differences of point of view or of opinion, no approximation, no doubt, no 
denial, no falsehood; there would no longer be any mystery in existence but only pure certitude. 
There is nevertheless one thing, one reality, that for everyone of us represents pure certitude, 
and that is the reality of our own existence; it is the only thing of which we are directly aware, 
while our awareness of everything else, even of our own distinguishable characteristics, is indi-
rect and arises by way of the perception of the senses and the activity of the mind. Perception 
may be acute and mental activity may be penetrating, or they may not, but they are always 
relative; the underlying nature, the reality, of their objects is in no way affected by either; the 
object remains what it is, only the impression it makes on us is variable. Reality as such has no 
contrary, since total unreality is absolute nothingness. Total unreality cannot even be imagined, 
for a mental image is always concerned with something that manifests reality in some degree, 
however slightly and however temporarily. Therefore truth, which is conformity to reality, is 
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positive in relation to its contrary, error, which, being nothing but a failure to conform to real-
ity, is purely negative. 

The reflection of reality in our minds which we call “truth” is always relative because of 
the limitations of its human receptacle, which cannot perceive nor contain more than a frag-
ment of all that is. Our corporeal limitations we take for granted; not so, apparently, our mental 
limitations. Truth being, humanly speaking, liable to imperfection-to say the least of it—has 
a contrary which we call “error”. Error consists simply in the failure of a mental conception 
to coincide with reality, and, like truth, it exists only in our minds. The mind is like a mirror 
which reflects reality well or badly according to its own characteristics and condition. If a mirror 
is not a true plane it will reflect nothing without distortion; if it is tarnished it will reflect noth-
ing clearly. It can, in principle, reflect anything whatever, save only one thing, and that is itself. 
That of course is why we cannot come to know what we are by observation or by any mental 
operation, however intense or refined. 

We are liable to error, that is to say, to the formation of images that are imperfect reflections 
or reality. At the limit, those images and the ideas they give rise to can founder in an almost to-
tal negation of reality, which however can never become quite total because it would then have 
no relation to reality and so no existence whatever; nevertheless it can get as near to nothingness 
as anything can possibly be. In other words the more erroneous error becomes the nearer it is to 
extinction in nullity. Truth and error are therefore not equal and opposite; on the contrary, the 
relation between them corresponds to that between reality and illusion; truth corresponds to 
that which is and cannot not be, error tends towards that which has never been and can never 
be and can therefore never be wholly attained; truth is essential and eternal, error is accidental 
and ephemeral. 

That being so, error can only be associated in principle with destruction and chaos which, 
whatever form they may take, cannot be called good or beautiful, if those words have any 
useful meaning. Goodness and beauty therefore cannot but be on the side of truth, and so of 
reality, and their contraries, evil and ugliness, on the side of error, and so of illusion. Truth is 
associated with the intellect, but the intellect is not all, there is also existence; goodness and 
beauty are existential rather than intellectual qualities, they are related to doing and being re-
spectively rather than to thinking. They are two and not one because existence is manifested in 
the two modes just referred to as “doing” and “being”: the former is energetic, vital or dynamic, 
the latter is stable, substantial or static. Goodness is the perfection of the dynamic mode and 
beauty of the static. They are manifested either positively or negatively and in varying degrees 
and proportions in everything that exists, from the stars in their courses to man in his earthly 
pilgrimage, but never in absolute perfection, since nothing that exists is perfect in all respects. 
It has been said that beauty is the splendour of the true; it could also be said to be the peace-
fulness or the purity of the true. Similarly goodness could be said to be the power of the true, 
or its nobility or its virtue. These qualities are positive in relation to existence, just as truth is 
positive in relation to the intellect. Hence their traditional association. All three are on the side 
of reality, whereas their contraries, error, evil and ugliness, are negative and on the side of illu-
sion. Man is intellect, action and contemplation; he must recognise and seek reality in its three 
principal manifested aspects; first in the intelligible, then in the existential in its two modes, the 
dynamic and the static; the true, the good and the beautiful. 

It is not difficult to see that, unless truth is founded on a reality that is independent of the 
observer, the word itself means nothing, and that therefore truth is positive and error negative. 
The relation of goodness and beauty to reality is less self-evident because the subjective ele-
ment in their constitution seems to be more prominent, so that individual opinions concerning 
what the two words really represent differ even more widely than they do in the case of truth. 
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That no doubt is why it is sometimes suggested that they are purely subjective and are little 
more than names given to particular human activities and sensations that are for one reason or 
another beneficial or pleasurable. Such ideas arise because the mind, stimulated by the senses, 
reflects the multiplicity and mutability of terrestrial objects rather than the enduring reality 
of the qualities which, by their presence or their absence, make those objects what they are. 
We tend to think mainly by comparing and contrasting one object with another, and to regard 
qualities as if they originated in the objects that manifest them in time and space, forgetting that 
the object is perishable while the qualities are timeless. For us the object is the reality and the 
qualities are the accidents. When this point of view becomes more or less exclusive it obscures 
the timeless reality of the qualities which, by their presence or absence, make objects what 
they are and also us what we are. This treatment of the object as the reality and the quality as 
the accident constitutes precisely the materialistic point of view; its predominance is therefore 
of fairly recent origin. From that point of view the underlying reality of all things—not only 
their truth but also their goodness and their beauty—resides in their ponderable substance and 
not in the imponderable but changeless qualities they manifest; it is to be sought in the images 
reflected in the mirror of a mind which is not only limited in its capacity, but also in its qual-
ity; in the indirect experiences that arise out of observation and deduction, and not in the one 
direct experience, namely, the being’s inward and indivisible consciousness of its own reality, 
which is its point of contact with the reality of other beings, and the one thing common to all. 
When reality, and therewith all positive qualities, is situated in relativity, everything becomes 
conditional, even what passes for truth; goodness becomes self-conscious and uncertain of it-
self, rather than being radiant and impregnable; beauty becomes equivocal and seductive, rather 
than being peaceable and purifying. 

The point of view which has been largely supplanted by the materialistic is based, not pri-
marily on an outwardly directed observation, but on an inward certainty--call it a conviction or 
a belief if you like—that reality, and therewith all positive qualities subsist in a timeless absolute 
of which all things temporal are but reflections. All the great religions and traditions, in their 
doctrines, in their rituals, through their saints and sages and in the faith of their followers testify 
to the overriding reality of a plane of perfection of which the plane of terrestrial existence is 
but a fugitive reflection or refraction in time and space. This implies that reality, and therefore 
possibility, is not limited by the conditions that govern our terrestrial existence. If a concep-
tion of the limitlessness of reality were impossible to us, we would not perceive the limitative 
nature of terrestrial conditions; but as things are, our ability to conceive of our own limitation 
proves that there is something in us that can reach out beyond our present state towards what 
is greater than ourselves, even though it be not directly accessible to our senses alone which 
are attuned exclusively to the conditions of terrestrial existence. Once that is admitted, there 
is no longer any solid reason for questioning the realism of a vision of a plane of perfection on 
which truth, goodness and beauty are seen in all their purity, and are no longer known mainly 
by contrast with their contraries. The vision of perfection, experienced in the form of the be-
atific vision of a saint or less directly in the faith of a believer, either reflects reality or it does 
not. If it does not, it is the most pathetic of delusions; and it is moreover a delusion in which a 
vast majority of men have stagnated until now, when at last release has come through the rise 
of the materialistic point of view. 

The plane of existence is the plane of contrasts, and on it error, evil and ugliness remain 
what they are. It is natural to us to try to avoid them in this world, and it is far from useless to 
do so; not however primarily because success in doing so makes life more agreeable, but be-
cause truth, goodness and beauty as they are manifested in this world are nearer to reality than 
their contraries. In their existential manifestations they do but prefigure their own intrinsic and 
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principial nature; they are but shadows, reflections, signs, symbols or heralds of what they are 
really and eternally. It is not enough to seek them in their temporal manifestations alone, not 
only because to do so may cement our own attachment to a lower plane and thereby hinder 
assimilation to a higher, but also because it is not by itself an exercise of the function that alone 
makes man truly human. That function is to aspire here and now towards a celestial perfection 
that is more real than anything that can be found on the plane of contrasts on which terrestrial 
life is situated. 

Thus, although it has always been generally admitted by right-minded people that truth, 
goodness and beauty are, to say the least of it, on the side of righteousness, it is not so generally 
admitted that truth is infinitely more than conformity to ascertained fact, nor that goodness is 
infinitely more than a mere abstention from evil or a neighbourliness that can make life in this 
world easier, nor yet that beauty is infinitely more than a subjective impression or a pleasurable 
accident or a luxury; still less is it admitted that all three are on the side of reality and that their 
contraries are on the side of illusion. 

This generation seeks truth in the infinitely variable permutations and combinations of an 
inexhaustible multitude of facts; it sees goodness mainly in terms of terrestrial welfare and of 
outwardly harmonious human relationships; small wonder therefore that so many of its works 
seem to tend towards the destruction of beauty, and even that this tendency should be specially 
apparent in the domain of a self-conscious art, dissociated from other activities and pursued 
for its own sake as a sort of luxury. But beauty is not a luxury; like truth and goodness it is an 
essential aspect of reality itself. Plato says of beauty: 

He (the delivered soul) will see a Beauty eternal, not growing or decaying, 
not waxing or waning; nor will it be fair here and foul there, nor depending on 
time and circumstance or place, as if fair to some and foul to others; nor shall 
Beauty appear to him in the likeness of a face or hand, nor embodied in any form 
whatever... whether of heaven or of earth; but Beauty absolute, separate, simple 
and everlasting; which lending of its virtue to all beautiful things that we see 
born to decay, itself suffers neither diminution or any other change. 

The reality which is the ultimate objective of all search, and in which truth, goodness and 
beauty are one, is too all-embracing to be identified with any object of the senses or with any 
system built up in the mind. It can only be sought by way of something that overrides and 
synthesizes the brute fact and its mental derivatives, without however necessarily invalidat-
ing them on their own plane. That “something” has been called a “thirst for the absolute” or, 
more familiarly to most of us, a “love of God”, Only in so far as we may endeavour to satisfy 
that thirst or to perfect that love may we be enabled to see, directly and as it were with our 
own eyes, that truth, goodness and beauty are essentially real and eternal, positive and Divine, 
whereas error, evil and ugliness are correspondingly illusory and fugitive, negative and human, 
and that it is they, and they alone, that perish. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

In the same way that the mind seeks variety in foods and other things, so does 
it want diversity in sadhana (Invocation, remembrance of God). It rebels against 
monotonous practices... To cease sadhana is a grave error. The practice must 
never be renounced under any circumstances. Bad thoughts will always be press-
ing to penetrate into the mental laboratory; if the aspirant suspends his sadhana 
his mind becomes the workshop of Satan. 

Swami Sivananda. 
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Contemporary Man, between the Rim 
and the Axis1 

by
	
Seyyed Hossein Nasr
	

Come you lost Atoms to your Centre draw, 
And be the Eternal Mirror that you saw : 
Rays that have wander’d into Darkness wide 
Return, and back into your Sun subside. 

(Farīd al-Din ‘Attār) 

“My Guru did not teach me but one precept. He told me. ‘From the out-
ward enter unto the most inward part of thy being’. That has become for me a 
rule”. 

(Lallà, the Female Saint of Kashmir, Lalla Vakyani, 94). 

THE CONFRONTATION BETWEEN man’s own inventions and manipulations in the form 
of technology and human culture as well as the violent effect of the application of man’s ac-
quired knowledge of nature to the destruction of the natural environment have reached such 
proportions that many people in the modern world are at last beginning to question the validity 
of the conception of man held in the West since the rise of modern civilization. But to discuss 
such a vast problem in a meaningful and constructive way one cannot but begin by clearing the 
ground of the obstacles which usually prevent the profoundest questions involved from being 
discussed. Modern man has burned his hands in the fire which he himself has kindled by allow-
ing himself to forget who he is. Having sold his soul, in the manner of Faust, in order to gain 
dominion over the natural environment, he has created a situation in which the very control 
of the environment is turning into its strangulation, bringing in its wake not only ecocide but 
also ultimately suicide. The danger is now evident enough not to need repetition. Whereas only 
two decades ago everyone spoke of man’s unlimited possibility for development, understood in 
a physical and materialistic sense, today one speaks of “limits to growth”—a title well-known 
to many people in the West today—or even of an imminent apocalypse. But the concepts and 
factors according to which the crisis is analyzed, the solutions sought after and even the colours 
with which the image of an impending doom are depicted are all in terms of the very elements 
that have brought the crisis of modern man into being. The world is still seen as devoid of a 
spiritual horizon, not because there is no such horizon present but because the subject who 
views the contemporary landscape is most often the type of man who lives at the rim of the 
circle of existence and therefore views all things from the periphery. He remains indifferent to 
the spokes and completely oblivious to the axis or the Centre which remains ever accessible to 

 This essay was written to serve as the basis for a lecture delivered at M.I.T. in Cambridge, Mass, in April 1972, 
in connection with the seminar on technology and culture entitled “Images of Man”. Certain questions were posed 
by the organizers of the seminar on the nature of man which this essay has sought to answer. 

87 

1



 

 

 

   

   

  

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #2 (Spring 1973)
	

him through the spokes of the wheel of existence. 
The problem of the devastation brought upon the environment by technology, the ecologi-

cal crisis and the like all issue from the malady of amnesis or forgetfulness from which modern 
man suffers. Modem man has simply forgotten who he is. Living on the periphery of his own 
circle of existence he has been able to gain a qualitatively superficial but quantitatively stagger-
ing knowledge of the world. He has projected the externalized and superficial image of himself 
upon the world.2 And then, having come to know the world in such externalized terms he has 
sought to reconstruct an image of himself based upon this external knowledge. There has been 
a series of “falls” by means of which man has oscillated in a descending scale between an ever 
more externalized image of himself and of the world surrounding him, moving ever further 
from the Centre of both himself and of his cosmic environment. The inner history of the so-
called development of modern man from his historic background as traditional man, who is at 
once his ancestor in time and his centre in space, is a gradual alienation from the centre and the 
axis through the spokes of the wheel of existence to the rim wherein resides modern man. But 
just as every rim presupposes spokes which connect it to the axis of the wheel, so does the very 
fact of human existence imply the presence of the centre and the axis and hence an inevitable 
connection of men of all ages with Man as such, with the anthropos, or al-insân al-kamil of Su-
fism, as he has been, is and will continue to be, above all outward changes and transformations.3 

Nowhere is the attempt to solve the problems caused by the various activities of modern 
man by refusing to consider the negative nature of the very factors that have caused these 
problems more evident than in the field of the humanities in general and the sciences dealing 
specifically with man, which are supposed to provide an insight into human nature in particu-
lar. Modern man, having rebelled against heaven, created a science based not on the light of 
the intellect but on the powers of human reason sifting the data of the senses. But the success 
of this science was so great in its own domain that soon all the other sciences began to ape it, 
leading to the crass positivism of the past century which has caused philosophy as perennially 
understood to become confused with logical analysis, mental acrobatics or even mere informa-
tion theory, and the classical fields of the humanities to become converted into quantified social 
sciences which make even the intuitions of literature about the nature of man inacessible to 
many students and seekers today. A number of scientists are in fact among those most critical 
of the pseudo-humanities being taught in many universities in an atmosphere of a psychological 
and mental inferiority complex vis-à-vis the sciences of nature and mathematics, a “humani-
ties” which tries desparately to become “scientific”, only to fall into a state of superficiality, 
not to say triviality.4 The decadence of the humanities in modern times is caused by the loss of 

2 It must be remembered that, in the West, first man rebelled against Heaven with the humanism of the Renais-
sance and only later did the modern sciences come into being. The humanistic anthropology of the Renaissance 
was a necessary background for the scientific revolution of the 17th century and the creation of a science which 
although in one sense non-human is in another sense the most anthropomorphic form of knowledge possible, for 
it makes human reason and the empirical data based upon the human senses the sole criteria for the validity of all 
knowledge. 

Concerning the gradual disfiguration of the image of man in the West see G. Durand, “Défiguration philoso-
phique et figure traditionelle de l’homme en Occident,” Eranos-Jahrbuch, XXXVIII, 1969, pp. 45-93. 
3 If such a relation did not exist, it would not even be possible for man to identify himself with other periods of 
human history, much less for the permanent aspects of human nature to manifest themselves even in the modern 
world as they have in the past and continue to do so today. 
4 Certain American scholars such as William Arrowsmith have already criticized what could be called the “pollu-
tion of the ‘humanities”, but the tendency here as in the pollution of the environment is mostly to try to remove 
the ill effects without curing the underlying causes. 
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the knowledge that man has always had directly of himself and also of his Self, and by reliance 
upon an externalized, indirect knowledge which modern man seeks to gain of himself from the 
outside, a literally “superficial” knowledge that is from the rim and is devoid of an awareness 
of the axis of the wheel and the spokes which stand always before man and connect him like a 
ray of light to the supernal sun. 

It is with consideration of this background that certain specific questions which come to 
mind must be analyzed and answered. The first query concerns the relation of small pieces of 
scientific evidence about human behaviour to “human nature”. In order to answer this question 
it is essential to remember that the reality of the human state cannot be exhausted by any of 
its outward projections. A particular human action or behaviour always reflects a state of being, 
and its study can lead to a certain kind of knowledge of the state of being of the agent, provided 
there is already an awareness of the whole to which the fragment can be related. Fragmented 
knowledge of human behaviour is related to human nature in the same way that waves of the 
sea are related to the sea. There is certainly a relationship between them that is both causal and 
substantial. But unless one has had a vision of the sea in its vastness and illimitable horizons, 
which reflect the Infinite and its inimitable peace and calm, one cannot gain an essential knowl-
edge of the sea through the study of the waves. Fragmented knowledge can be related to the 
whole only when there is already an intellectual vision of the whole. 

The careful “scientific” study of fragmented human behaviour is incapable of revealing the 
profounder aspect of human nature precisely because of an a priori limitation that so much of 
modern behaviouristic studies of man, a veritable conglomerate of pseudo-sciences if there ever 
was one, 5 has placed on the meaning of the human state itself. There has never been as little 
knowledge of man, of the anthropos, in different human cultures as one finds among most mod-
ern anthropologists today. The medicine men of Africa have had a deeper insight into human 
nature than the modern behaviourists and their flock, because the former have been concerned 
with the essential and the latter with accidentals. Now, accidents do possess a reality, but they 
have a meaning only in relation to the substance which supports them ontologically. Otherwise 
one could collect accidents and external facts indefinitely without ever reaching the substance 
or what is essential. The classical error of modern civilization to mistake the quantitative ac-
cumulation of information for qualitative penetration into the inner meaning of things applies 
here as elsewhere. The study of fragmented behaviour without a vision of the human nature 
which is the cause of this behaviour cannot itself lead to a knowledge of human nature. It can go 
around the rim of the wheel indefinitely without even entering upon the spoke to approach the 
proximity of the axis and the Centre. But if the vision is already present, the gaining of knowl-
edge of external human behaviour can always be an occasion for re-collection and a return to 
the cause by means of the external effect. 

In Islamic metaphysics, four basic qualities are attributed to Ultimate Reality, based directly 
on the Quranic verse, “He is the First and the Last, the Outward and the Inward” (LVII, 3). This 
attribution, besides other levels of meaning, also possesses a meaning that is directly pertinent 
to the present argument. God, the Ultimate Reality, is both the Inward (al-bâtin) and the Out-
ward (al-zâhir), the Centre and the Circumference. The religious man sees God as the Inward; 
the profane man who has become completely oblivious to the world of the Spirit sees only the 
Outward, but precisely because of his ignorance of the centre does not realize that even the 

In modern times the occult sciences, whose metaphysical principles have been forgotten, have become known 
as the pseudo-sciences, while in reality they contain a profound doctrine concerning the nature of man and the 
cosmos. Much of the social and human sciences today on the contrary veil and hide a total ignorance of human 
nature with a scientific garb and are in a sense the reverse of the occult sciences. 
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Outward is a manifestation of the Centre or of the Divine. Hence his fragmented knowledge 
remains incapable of seizing the whole of the rim or circumference and therefore by anticipa-
tion the Centre. A segment of the rim remains nothing more than a figure without a point of 
reference or Centre, but the whole rim cannot but reflect the Centre. Finally the sage sees God 
as both the Inward and the Outward. He is able to relate the fragmented external knowledge to 
the Centre and see in the rim a reflection of the Centre. But this he is able to do only because 
of his a priori awareness of the Centre. Before being able to see the external world—be it the 
physical world about us or the outer crust of the human psyche—as a manifestation of the 
Inward, one must already have become attached to the Inward through faith and knowledge.6 

Applying this principle, a sage could thus relate fragmented knowledge to the deeper layers 
of human nature, but for one who has yet to become aware of the Inward dimension within 
himself and the Universe about him, fragmented knowledge cannot but remain fragmentary, 
especially if the fragmentary knowledge of human behaviour is based upon observation of the 
behaviour of a human collectivity most of whose members themselves live only on the most 
outward layers of their being and whose behaviour only rarely reflects the deeper dimension of 
their own being. 

This last point leads to an observation that complements the discussion of principles already 
stated. Modern man lives for the most part in a world in which he encounters few people who 
live on the higher planes of consciousness or the deeper layers of their being. 

He therefore is for the most part aware of only certain types of human behaviour. Frag-
mented knowledge of human behaviour, even if based on external observation, could be an 
aid for modern man to become at least indirectly aware of other dimensions of human nature, 
provided a study is made of the behaviour of traditional man, of the man who lives in a world 
with a Centre. The behaviour of traditional men of different societies, especially at the highest 
level of the saints and sages, be they from the Chinese or the Islamic or the North American 
Indian or any other traditional background, in the face of great trials, before death, in presence 
of the beauty of virgin nature and sacred art, or in the throes of love both human and divine, 
can certainly provide indications of aspects of human nature for the modern observer. Such 
behaviour can reveal a constancy and permanence of human nature that is truly astonishing and 
can also be instrumental in depicting the grandeur of human nature, which has become largely 
forgotten in a world where man has become a prisoner of the pettiness of his own trivial cre-
ations and inventions. Seen in this light a fragmented knowledge of human behaviour can aid 
in gaining a knowledge of certain aspects of human nature. But in any case a total knowledge 
of human nature cannot but be achieved through a knowledge of the Centre of the axis, which 
also “contains” the spokes and the rim. A famous saying of the Prophet of Islam states, “He who 
knows himself knows his Lord”. But precisely because “himself” implies the Self which resides 
at the Centre of man’s being, from another point of view this statement can also be reversed 
and it can be stated that man can know himself completely only in the light of God, for the 
relative cannot be known save with respect to the Absolute. 

This theme is thoroughly analyzed by F. Schuon in his Dimensions of Islam trans. by P. Townsend, London, 1970, 
chapter 2. Concerning the sage or the Sufi he writes, “The Sufi lives under the gaze of al-Awwal (the first), al-Akhir 
(the last), az-Zahir (the Outward) and al-Batin (the Inward). He lives concretely in these metaphysical dimensions. 
as ordinary creatures move in space and time, and as he himself moves in so far as he is a mortal creature. He is 
consciously the point of intersection where the Divine dimensions meet; unequivocally engaged in the universal 
drama, he suffers no illusion about impossible avenues of escape, and he never situates himself in ‘the fallacious 
‘extra-territoriality’ of the profane, who imagine that they can live outside spiritual Reality, the only reality there 
is.” pp. 36-37. 
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The second query to which we must address ourselves concerns the relationship of scien-
tific “objectivity” and its findings to the criteria of “the universal and the unchanging” implied 
by the phrase “human nature”. To answer this query it is necessary before all else to define once 
again what is meant by scientific “objectivity”, especially when it concerns the study of man. 
It has become common-place, at least for non-specialists in the philosophy of science, to at-
tribute objectivity to modern science almost as if the one implied the other. No doubt modern 
science possesses a limited form of “objectivity” in its study of the physical world, but even 
in this domain this “objectivity” is encompassed by the collective subjectivity of a particular 
humanity at a certain moment of its historical existence when the symbolist spirit has become 
atrophied and the gift of seeing the world of the spirit through and beyond the physical world 
has been nearly completely lost. Even in the physical world all that cannot be caught in the net 
of modern science, to quote the well-known image of A. Eddington, is collectively neglected, 
and its non-existence vowed for “objectively”. It is as if an audience of deaf people testified 
together that they did not hear any music from musicians playing before them and considered 
the unanimity of their opinion as a proof of its objectivity. 

Now if in the domain of the physical world itself the concept of the so-called “objectivity” 
of modern science must be employed with great prudence and the qualitative and symbolic 
aspects of nature not neglected because of their lying outside the “objectively” defined world 
view of modern science, so much more does this “objectivity” need to be re-considered in the 
field of the study of man. The aping of the methods of the physical sciences in the study of man 
have enabled scientists to gather a great deal of information about men of all ages and climes but 
little about man himself, for the simple reasons that the philosophical background of modern 
science, which goes back ultimately to Cartesianism, is incapable of providing the necessary 
background for the study of man. Already in the 17th century the body-mind dualism of Des-
cartes perverted in the European mind the image of the much more profound tripartite division 
of the being of man consisting of corpus, anima and spiritus expounded so fully in the Hermetic 
tradition. To this error a worse illusion was added in the 19th century which prevented even 
the collecting of facts about men of different ages from becoming a way of reaching at least 
some form of knowledge of man himself. 

This illusion is that of evolution as it is usually understood today. Evolution is no more than 
a scientific hypothesis that has been parading around for the past century as a scientific fact, 
despite the lack of the least amount of proof of its having taken place in the biological plane and 
despite its being usually taught in schools as proven fact. The present discussion does not allow 
our entering into debates about biological evolution, although writings by biologists and geolo-
gists against it, especially works written during recent years, are far from being few in number.7 

But as far as the study of man is concerned, it is precisely the intrusion of the idea of evolution 
into anthropology that has made the positive relation which scientifically accumulated facts 
could have had to an understanding of the universal and unchanging aspect of “human nature” 
well nigh impossible. Scientists and scholars in the fields of anthropology, the social sciences 
and even the humanities are trained almost completely to study only change. Any alteration, 
no matter how trivial, is more often than not considered as a significant change, while the im-
mutable is almost unconsciously identified with the unimportant or the dead. It is as if man 
were trained to study only the movement of clouds and to remain completely oblivious of the 

See for example, L. Bounoure, Déterminisme et finalité, double loi de la vie, Paris, 1957; his Recherche d’une 
doctrine de la vie, Paris, 1964; and D. Dewar, The Transformist Illusion, Murfreesboro, 1957. See also S. H. Nasr, 
The Encounter of Man and Nature, The Spiritual Crisis of Modern Man, London, 1968, pp. 124ff. where works and 
views opposed to evolution are discussed. 
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sky with its immutable and infinite expanses which provides the matrix for the observations 
of the cloud movements. No wonder that so much of the study of man provided by modern 
disciplines is really no more than a study of triviality producing most often petty results and 
failing at almost every step to predict anything of significance in the social order. Many a simple 
traditional folk tale reveals more about man than thick tomes provided with pages of statistics 
on what is usually described as “vital changes”. In fact the only vital change that is occuring 
today is the ever greater alienation of man from his own permanent nature and a forgetfulness 
of this nature, a forgetfulness which cannot but be ephemeral and is bound to have catastrophic 
effects upon that type of man who has chosen to forget who he is. But this is precisely the one 
change which “objective” scientific methods are incapable of studying. 

Yet, in principle, there is no necessary contradiction between scientific facts accumulated 
objectively and the concept of “human nature” with its permanent and universal implications. 
Were the impediments of that mental deformation called evolutionary thinking, which is nei-
ther “objective” nor scientific, to be removed, the accumulation of facts about man would 
display in a blindingly evident fashion the extra-spatial and extra-temporal character of man, if 
not beyond history—for this would lie beyond the reach of facts—at least in periods of history 
and in various regions of the world. Such an exercise would depict human nature as something 
constant and permanent, from which at certain moments of history and among certain peoples 
there have been deviations and departures that have soon been removed by tragedies or catas-
trophes leading to a re-establishment of the norm. The sacred books such as the Quran contain, 
besides other levels of meaning, a “history” of the human soul which emphasize in a majestic 
fashion this conception of human nature.8 That is why the goal that is placed before man in all 
sacred books is to know and to return to the norm, to man’s permanent and original nature, the 
fitrah of the Quran. As the Tao-te Ching (XIX) states, “Realize thy Simple Self. Embrace thy 
Original Nature”. For the goal of man cannot be but the knowledge of himself, of who he is. 

He who knows others is wise;
	
He who knows himself is enlightened
	
(Tao-Te Ching, XXXIII).
	

Or to quote a western contemplative, 

If the mind would fain ascend to the height of science, 

let its first and principal study be to know itself. 

Richard of St. Victor
	

In the light of the understanding which both revelation and intellectual vision have pro-
vided over the ages concerning the nature of man, the answer to the oft posed question “Can 
we know that any scientific knowledge we may gain captures something essential about man ?” 
can only be the following : We cannot gain an essential knowledge of man through any method 
that is based on an externalization of man’s inner being and then the placing of this externalized 
man, of the man who stands at the rim of the wheel of existence, as the subject that knows. 
If essential has any meaning at all it must be related to the essence, to the centre or axis which 
generates at once the spokes and the rim. Only the higher can comprehend the lower, for to 
comprehend means literally to encompass, and only that which stands on a higher level of exis-

For the episodes of the Quran considered as events of the human soul and its inner “history” see F. Schuon, 
Understanding Islam, trans. by D. M. Matheson, London, 1963 and Baltimore (Penguin Metaphysical Series), 1972, 
chapter two. 
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tence can encompass that which lies below it. Man is composed of body, psyche and intellect, 
the latter being at once above man and at the centre of his being. The essence of man; that 
which is essential to human nature, can be understood only by the intellect, through the “Eye 
of the heart” as traditionally understood, the intellect which is at once at the centre of man’s 
being and encompasses all of his other levels of existence. Once the eye of the heart becomes 
closed and the faculty of intellection, in its original sense, atrophied, it is not possible to gain 
an essential knowledge of man. The reflection of the intellect upon the plane of the psyche and 
the mind, which is reason, can never reach the essence of man or for that matter the essence of 
anything else, no matter how much it concerns itself with experiment and observation or how 
far it carries out its proper function of division and analysis, the legitimate and rightful function 
of ratio. It can gain peripheral knowledge of accidents, of effects, of external behaviour, but not 
of the essence. Reason, once divorced from the guiding light of the intellect, can at best confirm 
the existence of the noumena, of the essences of things, as we see in the philosophy of Kant, but 
it cannot know that essence. The knowledge that is essential is one that is ultimately based on 
the identity of the knower and the known, on being consumed by the fire of knowledge itself. 
Man is at a particular vantage point to know one thing in essence, and that is himself, were he 
only to overcome the illusion of taking, to use Vedantic terms, the externalized and objectiv-
ized image of himself for his real Self, the Self which cannot be externalized because of its very 
nature. Scientific knowledge, like any other form of knowledge which is based by definition on 
the distinction between a subject that knows and an object that is known, must of necessity 
remain content with a knowledge that is peripheral and not essential. 

One is naturally led to ask what is the relationship of particular scientific research to the 
quest for other kinds of knowledge about mankind in general. A relation of a legitimate and 
meaningful kind can exist provided the correct proportion and relation between ways of know-
ing is kept in mind. And that is possible only if a knowledge that transcends science, as currently 
understood, is accepted. The rim can serve as a point of access to the axis and the Centre only 
if it is taken for what it really is, namely the rim. Once the fact that the rim is the periphery 
is forgotten the centre also ceases to possess meaning and becomes inaccessible. Were a true 
metaphysics, a scientia sacra, to be once again a living reality in the West, knowledge gained 
of man through scientific research could be integrated into a pattern which would also em-
brace other forms of knowledge ranging from the purely metaphysical to those derived from 
traditional schools of psychology and cosmology. But in the field of the sciences of man, as in 
that of the sciences of nature, the great impediment is precisely the monolithic and monopo-
listic character which modern Western science has displayed since the 17th century. Putting 
aside the great deal of pseudo-science and simply erroneous theories prevalent in the modern 
sciences of man such as anthropology and psychology, the elements that are based on careful 
observation of human behaviour or the human psyche under different circumstances could 
be related, without any logical contradictions, to what traditional schools of psychology such 
as those found in Sufism, or Yoga or Zen, have also discovered about the human psyche, and 
especially certain aspects of it of which most modern men remain totally unaware.9 But this is 
possible only if the concept of man in his totality as the “universal man” (al-insan al-kâmil) of 
Islamic esotericism and as expounded in traditional metaphysics is accepted, for as mentioned 

Unfortunately very few serious studies based on the traditional point of view, which alone matters, have been 
made as yet of the traditional psychological sciences of the various Oriental traditions, sciences which can be un-
derstood only in the light of metaphysical principles and can be practiced only with the aid of the spiritual grace 
present in a living tradition. See A. K. Coomaraswamy, “On the Indian and Traditional Psychology, or rather Pneu-
matology”, in Selected Writings of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, ed. by R. Lipsey, Princeton, (in press). 
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already only the greater can embrace the lesser. But to claim to know the human psyche with-
out the aid of the Spirit (or the Intellect) and to claim a finality for this knowledge as a “truly 
scientific knowledge” that is independent of any other form of knowledge cannot but result in 
the impasse with which the modern world is faced today. It can only end in a truncated and 
incomplete, not to say outright erroneous, “science of man,” which is asked to play a role for 
which it has no competence and which is most often more dangerous than ignorance pure and 
simple, for there is nothing more dangerous than simple ignorance except an ignorance which 
has pretentions of being knowledge and wisdom. Scientific research into the nature of man can 
possess a constructive relationship to the universal and perennial ways of knowing man only if 
it realizes its own limitations and does not seek to transgress the limits inherent in its approach. 
It can be legitimate only if it is able to overcome the “totaliterian rationalism” inherent in 
modern science10—although not accepted by many scientists—and accept to become what it 
really is, namely a limited and particular way of knowing things through the observation of their 
external aspects, of phenomena, and of ratiocination based upon this empirical contact with 
things; a way that would be acceptable if taken for what it is, because things do also possess a 
face turned toward the external and the exteriorized. 

The answer to the question of what is the worth of scientific research as a source of uni-
versal or essential knowledge about man must then be that it is worthless if considered as a 
source. How can a knowledge which negates the universal order in the metaphysical sense and 
denies the possibility of essential knowledge serve as a source of knowledge that is essential and 
universal? Scientific research can become a source of essential knowledge provided it becomes 
a form of scientia sacra, as already mentioned, provided “scientific” is understood in the tra-
ditional sense of a knowledge that issues from and leads to the centre or the principial order. 

There is, however, one way in which scientific research can aid in gaining an awareness 
of something essential about the present predicament of man, if not of man’s eternal nature. 
This is to make use of the method that science employs in carrying out experiments to study 
modern scientific and industrial civilization itself. In science whenever an experiment does not 
succeed, it is discontinued no matter how much effort has been put into the experiment, and 
an attempt is made to learn from the errors which were responsible for the lack of success of 
the experiment. 

Modern civilization as it has developed in the West since the Renaissance is an experiment11 

that has failed and in fact failed in such an abysmal fashion as to put into doubt the possibility 
of a future for man to seek other ways. It would be most “unscientific” today to consider this 
civilization with all the presumptions about the nature of man and the Universe which lie at its 
basis as anything other than an experiment that has failed. And in fact “scientific” research if not 
atrophied by that totalitarian reign of rationalism and empiricism alluded to above should be 
the easiest way of enabling contemporary man to realize that modern civilization has failed pre-
cisely because the premises upon which it has been based were false, because this civilization 
has been based on a concept of man which excludes what is most essential to the human state. 

Paradoxically enough, the awareness of the shortcomings of modern civilization has dawned 

10  F. Schuon, Light on the Ancient Worlds, trans. by Lord Northbourne, London, 1965, p. 117. 
11 “But, properly, urban industrialism must be regarded as an experiment. And if the scientific spirit has taught 
us anything of value, it is that honest experiments may well fail. When they do, there must be a radical reconsid-
eration, one which does not flinch even at the prospect of abandoning the project. Surely as of the mid-twentieth 
century, urban-industrialism is proving to be such a failed experiment, bringing in its wake every evil that progress 
was meant to vanquish”. T. Roszak, Where the Wasteland Ends, Politics and Transcendence in Post-industrial Soci-
ety, Garden City, New York, 1973, p. XXIV of introduction. 
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upon the general Western public—not upon the small intellectual elite who spoke of the crisis 
facing the modern world as far back as over half a century ago 12 —not because of a sudden re-
alization of man’s forgotten nature but because of the rapid decay of the natural environment. 
It is a symptom of the mentality of modern man that the deep spiritual crisis which has been 
making the very roots of his soul gradually wither away had to come to his attention through a 
crisis within the physical environment. 

During the past few years so much has been written about the environmental and ecologi-
cal crisis that there is no need here to emphasize the dimension of the problems involved. The 
famous study that has emanated from M.I.T., namely Limits to Growth, has sought to apply the 
very methods of modern science to a study of the effects of the application of this science in 
the future, and the authors of that work as well as many others seriously concerned with the 
ecological crisis have proposed a change in man’s concept of growth, a return to non-material 
pursuits, a satisfaction with fewer material objects and many other well-meaning changes. But 
very few have realized that the pollution of the environment is no more than the after-effect of 
a pollution of the human soul which came into being the moment Western man decided to play 
the role of the Divinity upon the surface of the Earth and chose to exclude the transcendent 
dimension from his life.13 

In this late hour of human history there are two tragedies we observe, one in the West and 
the other in the East. In the Occident where the crisis of modern civilization which is after all 
the product of the West, is most fully felt, since it is related usually to the environmental crisis, 
solutions are proposed which contain the very factors that led to the crisis in the first place. 
Men are asked to discipline their passions, to be rational humanists, to be considerate to their 
neighbours, both human and non-human. But few realize that these injunctions are impossible 
to carry out as long as there is no spiritual power to curb the infernal and passionate tenden-
cies of the human soul. It is the very humanist conception of man that has dragged him to the 
infra-human. It is as a result of an ignorance of what man is, of the possibilities of the depths 
of darkness as well as the heights of illumination that he carries within himself, that such facile 
solutions are proposed. For millenia religions have taught men to avoid evil and to cultivate vir-
tue. Modern man sought to destroy first the power of religion over his soul and then to question 
even the meaning of evil and sin. Now many propose as a solution to the environmental crisis a 
return to traditional virtues, although usually they do not describe them in such terms, because 
most of them remain secular and propose that the life of men should continue to be divorced 
from the sacred. It might be said that the environmental crisis, as well as the psychological un-
balance of so many men and women, the ugliness of the urban environment and the like, are 
the results of the attempt of man to live by bread alone, to “kill all the gods” and announce his 
independence of heaven. But man cannot escape the effect of his actions, which are themselves 

12 Such men as R. Guénon in his Crisis of the Modern World, trans. by M. Pallis, and R. Nicholson, London, 1962, 
whose original French edition first appeared in 1927, followed by other traditional authors especially F. Schuon and 
A. K. Coomaraswamy, have written extensively during the past few decades on the crisis of the West on the basis 
of the application of perennial metaphysical criteria to the contemporary situation. But their writings were ignored 
in academic circles for a long time and continue to be so to a large extent even today. The crisis had to appear on 
the physical level in order to bring the dangerous tendencies of modern civilization before the eyes of modern men. 
13 We have dealt with this theme extensively in our The Encounter of Man and Nature, the Spiritual Crisis of 
Modern Man. 

“What, after all, is the ecological crisis that now captures so much belatedattention but the inevitable extrover-
sion of a blighted psyche ? Like inside, like outside. In the eleventh hour, the very physical environment suddenly 
looms up before us as the outward mirror of our inner condition, for many the first discernible symptom of ad-
vanced disease within”. T. Roszak, op. cit., p. XVII of introduction. 
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the fruit of his present state of being. His only hope is to cease to be the rebellious creature he 
has become, to make peace with both heaven and earth and to submit himself to the Divine. 
This itself would be tantamount to ceasing to be modern as this term is usually understood, to 
a death and a re-birth. That is why this dimension of the problem is rarely considered in general 
discussions of the environmental crisis. The missing dimension of the ecological debate is the 
role and nature of man himself and the spiritual transformation he must undergo if he is to solve 
the crisis he himself has precipitated. 

The second tragedy, which is that occurring in the East, or more generally in the non-West-
ern world, is that that world for the most part is repeating the very errors which have led to 
the failure of urban-industrial society and modem civilization that has produced it, whereas its 
attitude towards the West should be to view it as a case study to learn from rather than a model 
to emulate blindly. Of course the politico-economic and military pressures from the industri-
alized world upon the non-Western world are so great as to make many decisions impossible 
and many choices well nigh excluded. But there is no excuse for committing certain acts whose 
negative results are obvious and in having no more reason for undertaking this or that project 
than the fact that it has been carried out in the West. The earth cannot support the mistakes 
committed by Western civilization again, and it is most unfortunate that no present day power 
on earth has a wide enough perspective as to have the well-being of the whole earth and its 
inhabitants in mind. 

Of these two tragedies, certainly the first overshadows the second, for it is action carried 
out in the modernized, industrialized world that affects more directly the rest of the globe. For 
example were the ecological crisis really to be taken seriously by any of the major industrial 
powers in their economic and technological policies it would have an immeasurable influence 
upon those who of necessity emulate these powers in such fields. How different would the 
future of man be if the West were to remember again who man is before the East forgets the 
knowledge it has preserved over the ages about the real nature of man! 

What contemporary man needs, amidst this morass of confusion and disorder of both a 
mental and physical order which surrounds him, is first and foremost a message as to who man 
is, but a message that comes from the Centre and defines the rim vis-à-vis the Centre. This 
message is still available in a living form in the Eastern traditions and can be resuscitated within 
the Western tradition. But wherever this message be found, whether in the East or the West, if 
it issues from the Centre, it is always a call for man who lives on the periphery and the rim of 
the wheel of existence to follow the spokes to the axis or Centre which is at once the Origin 
of himself and of all things. It is a call for man to realize who he is and to become aware of that 
spark of eternity which he contains within himself. “There is in every man an incorruptible star, 
a substance called upon to become crystallized in Immortality; it is eternally prefigured in the 
luminous proximity of the Self. Man disengages this star from its temporal entanglements in 
truth, in prayer and in virtue, and in them alone.”14 He who has crystalized this star is at peace 
with both himself and the world. Only in seeking to transcend the world and to become a star 
in the spiritual firmament is man able to live in harmony with the world and to solve the prob-
lems that terrestrial existence by its very nature imposes upon him during this fleeting journey 
in the temporal which comprises his life on earth. 

14  F. Schuon, Light on the Ancient Worlds, p. 117. 
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Book Reviews
	
THE GOD OF LOGIC 

THE PHENOMENON OF RELIGION 

by Ninian Smart.

 (Macmillan. £2.95). 

THE LOGICAL STATUS OF “GOD” AND THE FUNCTION OF THEOLOGICAL 

SENTENCES 

by Michael Durrant. 

(Macmillan. £2.50). 

IT IS A temptation for experts in mathematics, that most exact of sciences, to consider them-
selves as an elite, superior even to physicists and chemists, for example, who practice in a 
domain where an element of speculation already enters in; the physicists and chemists, in turn, 
have the same propensity to look down on the social sciences, where postulates exceed exac-
titudes. What, then, should be the stance of a scholar of religion, to maintain some credibility 
among his more scientific brethren? Obviously, he must work his way back from postulates— 
with which religion is saturated, and towards exactitudes—of which religion is destitute (not 
certitudes, but exactitudes). 

It is to fill just such a gap that Ninian Smart essays a quantitative analysis of religion. Theol-
ogy for him is not an “exact” science, since it presupposes by definition a Theos. Therefore he 
prefers a study called Religion, observing an “empathetic neutralism” untrammelled by com-
mitments and based strictly on the science of phenomenology, e.g., it is manifest that humanity 
from earliest times has proclaimed certain beliefs and performed certain acts which constitute 
a collective though disparate phenomenon commonly called “religion”, that together with this 
phenomenon is usually associated another which could be termed the “mythic firmament”, 
that the phenomenon known as Christianity includes a “Eucharist” where it can be affirmed 
that those “who participate in a Eucharist, follow something”, or again, that we can be reason-
ably open to the possibility that a historical figure named Paul actually existed who was influ-
ential in the spread of Christianity,—and “that Paul had a dramatic experience is, I presume, 
not in doubt”, and so forth. Frail though such a science may be, it at least inaugurates religion 
on a scientific footing, “and promises great advances”. 

Whatever the reader may make of this, only Smart’s most loyal followers will trouble to 
gather up all the threads of his tortuously digressive “to this question we shall in due course re-
turn”, “before, however, going on to consider…”, “as I hope ultimately to show…”, “as to why 
this is so we shall come back to in a moment”, “precisely why this is so must emerge later…” 
with which his argument is woven. 

Divagation aside, this is the moment to state that the scientific pursuit of religion puts the 
saddle on the wrong horse, since it is the domain of religion to evaluate science, and not vice 
versa. Admittedly there is the riposte given by James Leuba in his The Psychology of Religious 
Mysticism, that this argument is a shield for religion only if the transcendent can be proven to 
exist. But here religion had best rejoin that it is for science on the contrary to prove that the 
transcendent has no existence. Religion, meanwhile, will continue in its basic pursuit: the salva-
tion of the human soul—a matter of no interest to science, except as a phenomenal observation 
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that religions do, in fact, concern themselves with a concept about an after-life.
	

* * *
	

Michael Durrant extends Professor Smart’s investigational procedures less optimistically to the 
logical problems involved in religious language, namely, to the use of the word “God” itself, 
including whether or not “God” is a proper name: “My concern in this essay is with the logi-
cal status of ‘God’ in the sense of an item of religious language with a view to determining the 
function or possible functions of sentences of the form ‘God is F’, where ‘F’, from the stand-
point of grammar is an adjective, or adjectival expression which is such that the predicable ‘— 
is F’ is able to yield true or false predications of individual human beings as subjects. Examples 
of sentences of such a form will be : ‘God is loving’; ‘God is wise’; ‘God is good’.” There will 
also be the form “God is infinitely F”. 

Take for instance the semantical snarls lurking in the sentence “God is infinitely merciful”. 
“Nothing can constitute an occasion for God [unlike man] to restrain his mercy, and therefore, 
the notion of God restraining his mercy is an unintelligible one. But, it must be commented, if 
the notion of God restraining his mercy is an unintelligible one so is that of God showing forth 
his mercy; these are correlatives. We cannot fail to have one and have the other. Yet it cannot be 
denied that in Christian discourse the notion of God showing forth his mercy is one in current 
and perpetual use. The ‘grammatical’ construction of ‘God is infinitely merciful’ commits one, 
at the best, to the unpalatable and paradoxical view that the notion of God showing forth his 
mercy is a (strictly) nonsensical notion; at the worst, it forces one into the nonsense of having to 
say that it is possible for the concept of God’s mercy never failing to be introduced and indeed 
having been introduced without the correlative notion of God’s mercy failing being introduced 
or having been introduced.” Et voilà ! 

In conclusion : “There are fatal difficulties for any scheme in which ‘God’ is introduced as 
having a single status such that we can offer a coherent and consistent account of the form of 
proposition expressed by sentences of the form ‘God is F’. No such scheme can cope with the 
manifold and inconsistent logic of ‘God’… since ‘God’ exhibits differing and indeed incompat-
ible status”. 

Where does all this sophism leave us? With the demonstration that integral relativism con-
tains no point of purchase whereby to surmount its closed system. Schuon explains that “logic 
is perfectly consistent only when depassing itself”. Logic is the handmaid of the Intellect (nous); 
if cut off from its Source and abandoned to itself, it becomes imprisoned in its own relativism 
and ends up a sterile and derisory play of mirrors that leads ineluctably to existentialism.1 

What would Durrant make of an Akka (Pygmy) chief’s declaration that “God is He whose 
Name must not even be pronounced”? Of or Hermes’s “His being cannot be accurately de-
scribed by any of the names we call him”? Or of Erigena’s “God does not know what he is, 
because he is not any what”? 

One of the characteristics of these “logic” books is a certain unloveliness of language, a lack 
of “spiritual perfume” so to speak, which is a “sign” for those to whom the “discernment of 
spirits” is not a dead letter. 

WHITALL N. PERRY. 

All this is brilliantly expounded by Frithjof Schuon in his latest book, Logique et Transcendence, of which an 
English translation is in preparation. 
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Âtmâ-Mâyâ
 
by 


Frithjof Schuon
	

THE SUBSTANCE OF knowledge is Knowledge of the Substance: that is, the substance of 
human intelligence, or its most profoundly real function, is the perception of the Divine Sub-
stance. The fundamental nature of our intelligence, quite evidently, is discernment between 
what is substantial and what is accidental, and not the exclusive perception of the accidental; 
when intelligence perceives the accident it does so, as it were, in relation to the substance that 
corresponds to it—he who sees the drop sees also the water—and, with all the more reason, 
intelligence must do this in relation to Substance as such.1 

To speak of the Divine Substance is necessarily to speak of its ontological prolongation, 
since we, who speak, derive from this prolongation which is Existence—Relativity in its mani-
fested mode, the cosmic Mâyâ. Absolute Substance extends Itself, through relativization, un-
der the aspects of Radiance and Reverberation; that is to say, It is accompanied—at a lesser 
degree of reality—by two forms of emanation, one that is dynamic, continuous, and radiating, 
and the other static, discontinuous, and formative. If there were not, apart from Substance, the 
Radiance and Reverberation to extend It by means of relativization, the world would not be. 

But this projection of God—if one may put it thus—requires an element that makes it pos-
sible, an element that helps to explain why the Substance does not remain an exclusively “hid-
den treasure”. This diversifying, exteriorizing, or relativizing element is none other than Mâyâ: 
its nature could be defined with the help of various terms, such as Relativity, Contingency, 
Separativity, Objectification, Differentiation, Exteriorization, and others still; even the term 
Revelation could be appropriately applied here in an altogether fundamental and general sense. 

In everything that exists, there is the Substance, without which what has come into exis-
tence would be pure nothingness; now the fact that things “exist” means that they are actual-
ized by virtue of “Existence” in the highest sense this term may convey;2 and this “Existence” 
or this Relativity ensues from the Substance by virtue of Its Infinitude; that is to say, Divine 
Reality would not be what It is if It did not comprise the paradoxical dimension of a kind of 
tendency towards a nothingness which obviously is never attained, for nothingness has no other 
reality than that of providing, wholly indirectly, a point of reference which in itself can never 
be grasped or realized. 

There is a primary duality, which is the Substance, and—principially within It but in fact 
outside its absolute Reality—there is Relativity or Mâyâ; now Mâyâ comprises the two aspects 

1 The terms substance and essence, which—rightly or wrongly—are taken in practice to be more or less synony-
mous, differ in that substance refers to the underlying, immanent, permanent nature of a basic reality, whereas 
essence refers to reality as such, that is as “being” and, in a secondary sense, as the absolutely fundamental nature 
of a thing. The notion of essence denotes an excellence which is, so to say, discontinuous with respect to accidents, 
whereas the notion of substance implies on the contrary a kind of continuity, and this is why we employ it when 
speaking of Âtmâ in connection with Mâyâ. 
2 It is in this sense that one can speak of the “Existence of God”. In this question of terminology, what matters 
is to know with respect to what a reality “exists”: if it is with respect to the Absolute, this reality is relative; if it 
is with respect to nothingness, it is merely real, and can be principial as well as manifested. In the subconscious of 
current language, “existence” stands out more directly from the negative or abstract void that inexistence repre-
sents than it does from this positive or concrete Void that is God. 
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just mentioned, Radiance and Reverberation: the “Holy Spirit” and the “Son”3 are actualized in 
and through Mâyâ. Expressed in geometric terms, the Substance is the center, Radiance is the 
cluster of the radii, and Reverberation, or the Image, is the circle; Existence, or the “Virgin”, is 
the surface which enables this unfolding. 

* * *
	

Divine Mâyâ, which is both metacosmic and cosmic, comprises essentially the following pow-
ers or functions: first, the function of separation or partibility—beginning with the scission into 
subject and object—the aim of which is the production of a plane of manifestation for the two 
consecutive functions, Radiance and Reverberation, to which motion and form correspond. 
Just as, in God, Relativity constitutes—though outside of absolute Substance—a plane for the 
actualization of Radiance and Reverberation as principles, so too it projects forth from this di-
vine order—by projecting itself—another plane that is distinctly more relative, namely the en-
tire Cosmos. The same process of segmentation is then repeated within this Cosmos, down to 
that terminal point marked by the material world; and on each one of the planes thus projected 
in its descent—the angelic world, the animistic world, the material world—it will manifest an 
appropriate mode of Radiance and Reverberation; there is no order of Relativity that does not 
comprise these two functions or dimensions. The element Substance is represented at each on-
tological or cosmic level according to an appropriate mode; and with all the more reason, pure 
Substance, or Substance as such, underlies each one of its secondary manifestations. 

In the material world, Mâyâ will be the plane of space and time; Substance will be ether; 
Reverberation or the Image will be matter; and Radiance will be the energy. But needless to say, 
there are still far more restricted applications of the same symbolism; and inevitably so, given 
that all matter, all form, and all motion or change refer respectively to the three principles in-
volved. The complementarity of “space-time”—or, in concrete terms, “extension-duration”— 
indicates moreover that there are, in Relativity or Ex-sistence as such,4 two dimensions, the one 
expansive and conserving and the other transforming and destructive; whence the complemen-
tarities between the worlds and cycles at all levels of the Universe. Within God Himself, the 
element “Space” is Mâyâ inasmuch as it contains or conserves the possibilities, and the element 
“Time” is Mâyâ inasmuch as it transmits these to the world; the first aspect is intrinsic and 
contemplative, and the second aspect is extrinsic and creative; in other words, the first aspect 
of Mâyâ contemplates the undifferentiated groundedness of the possibilities in the Substance, 
whereas the second aspect enables the realization of these possibilities in view of their cosmic 
manifestation. 

* * * 

3 The opinion that the trinitarian relationships—or the hypostatic Persons—”constitute” the Absolute is not in-
herent in Christianity; this opinion has come down to us from an Orthodox not a Catholic source, but it may be a 
“sublimation” rather than a strict definition. According to the Scholastics, Divine Reality is neither purely absolute 
nor purely relative, but it contains formaliter eminenter both absoluteness and relativity; nonetheless, theologians 
seem disinclined to grasp the full import of the two terms, since they scarcely draw the conclusions entailed. We 
shall seize this opportunity to make the following remark: the fact that the hypostases possess a personal charac-
ter—or are “Persons”—since Substance imparts to them its own Personality, in no wise prevents them from being, 
from another point of view or relationship, Modes of the One Substance, as Sabellius maintained. 
4 We allow ourselves this orthographic neologism in order to indicate clearly that what is at issue here is not 
existence in the current sense of the term, which belongs to cosmic manifestation. 
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The role of Relativity is essentially to produce a succession of planes, hence the hierarchy of 
the universal orders; now it is important to understand that these planes or degrees are incom-
mensurable, and the more so as they are closer to the Substance. There is no common measure, 
or almost none, between the material world and the animistic world, which envelops and pen-
etrates it in some fashion, the possibilities of which vastly exceed those of space and matter; and 
this disproportion becomes nearly absolute when creation is compared to the Creator; we say 
“nearly” because metaphysically, but not theologically, these two planes can be equated by vir-
tue of their common Relativity, that is to say, by being both determined by Mâyâ. Now Mâyâ, 
in its turn, becomes extinct before the absolute Substance, namely, before the Absolute as 
such; but this way of seeing things necessarily falls outside the perspective of theology,5 which 
by definition must consider the Divine Principle in relation to the world and, even more specifi-
cally, in relation to man. It is this very perspective, and the reality to which it refers, that has 
led us to have recourse, more than once, to the paradoxical notion of a “relative absolute”—an 
unavoidably ill-sounding but metaphysically useful expression. 

The error—which appeared in a monotheistic climate—of a Divine Freedom capable, by 
virtue of Its absoluteness, of not creating the world or of creating it free from any inner ne-
cessity, is repeated—on a lesser scale and in a more excessive way—in the Asharite error of a 
Divine Power capable, also by virtue of Its absolute character, of punishing the righteous and of 
rewarding evil-doers, “if God so willed”. What is forgotten in the first case is that Necessity— 
not constraint—is a complementary quality of Freedom;6 and what is forgotten in the second 
case is that Goodness, hence Justice too—not impotence, nor subordination—is a complemen-
tary quality of All-Mightiness.7 The necessity, for the virtuous man, to practice virtues is not a 
constraint; with all the more reason, if God “must” do what His Perfection entails and “cannot” 
do what is contrary to it—namely, abstain from creating or from punishing the innocent—it is 
neither from lack of freedom nor from lack of power. The Goodness of God implies that He 
can be above His Justice, but not beneath it; His Freedom implies that He can create every-
thing, but not that He cannot create at all. His transcendence with respect to creation is to be 
found in His undifferentiated Substance, with respect to which there is no creation nor any 
qualities belonging to it. 

* * * 

In the celestial world, there is no place for those privative manifestations—or those “existen-
tiations of the naught”—which one is entitled to call “evil”. Evil as such originates only at the 
level of the animistic world and extends all the way to the material world;8 thus evil belongs to 
the domain of form and change. As we have had occasion to say several times, evil occurs as a 
result of the distance separating the formal world from the formless Principle: in other words, 
form contains by its very nature the danger of separation and of opposition with respect to the 
Principle or the Substance; when this danger is actualized—and it is prefigured in the separation 

5 Nonetheless, a Meister Eckhart is perfectly aware of this mystery, and he is doubtless not alone in this in a 
scholastic and mystical setting. 
6  Freedom refers to the Infinite, and Necessity to the Absolute.
	
7 God is just, not because He a priori owes man some justifications, but because, being good, He could never be 

unjust.
	
8 According to the Koran, Satan is a jinn, not an angel; he is made of “fire”, not of “light”. 

103 



                

 

 

  

 

  

  
  

 
  

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #3 (Summer 1973)
	

and opposition entailed by existence—the element Radiance, having become illusorily autono-
mous, draws away from God, and the element Image, by making itself divine, becomes idol. 
Form is nothing other than individuation: now, the individual tends to seek his end in himself, 
in his own accidental nature and not in his principle, not in his Self.9 The counter-shock is the 
presence among normal or perfect forms, or forms that are good in some capacity, of privative, 
false, and hence ugly or vicious forms, both on the psychic plane as well as on the physical 
plane; ugliness is the ransom so to speak of the ontological revolt. The tendency towards evil is 
Radiance deviated and inverted; the form of evil is the Image falsified and inverted in its turn; it 
is Satan, and consequently it is vice or sin on all planes, not just on the moral plane. 

Formal Mâyâ—which is not angelic and much less divine—exerts a coagulating, separative, 
and individualizing magic that, as a result, can be subversive in due course; the cause for this is 
that it has become too remote from the Principle or the Substance, that it has advanced too far 
in encountering nothingness, even though nothingness is no more than a signpost or a direction 
and not a concrete reality. In a certain fashion, nothingness is the only metaphysical enigma, 
precisely because it is nothing and yet can be the object of thought and even something towards 
which one can tend; nothingness is like the “sin of Mâyâ”, and this sin confers upon Mâyâ an 
ambiguity that evokes the mystery of “Eve and Mary”, or the “Eternal Feminine” which is at 
once seducing and saving. 

This ambiguity, which is quite relative and far from symmetrical, in no wise tarnishes 
Mâyâ; “I am black, but beautiful,” says the Song of Songs, and also: “Thou art all fair, my love; 
there is no spot in thee”; the glory of Mary wholly effaces the sin of Eve, which is to say that 
with regard to the total breadth of Existence and, above all, with regard to its Divine Summit, 
there is no more ambiguity, and evil does not exist. Universal Existence, whose function is a 
play of innumerable veilings and unveilings, is eternally virgin and pure, while being the mother 
of all the reverberations issuing from the one Substance. 

* * * 

In the Catholic sign of the cross a ternary is superimposed on a quaternary: while the content 
of this sign is indeed the Trinity, the sign itself comprises four stations—the fourth station 
coinciding with the word Amen. One could propose that this asymmetry or this inconsistency 
is compensated by the fact that the word Amen represents the prayer of the Church, and thus 
the mystical body of Christ considered as a prolongation of God; but one can also maintain that 
this fourth station of the sign belongs to the Blessed Virgin as Bride of the Holy Spirit and Co-
Redemptress, that is, ultimately, as Mâyâ both human and Divine. This is in fact the meaning 
of the Amen itself, given that it expresses the Fiat of Mary. 

The color black of the beloved in the Song of Songs, and found in many images of the 
Blessed Virgin, represents less the ambiguity of Existence, which is altogether very relative, 
than its “self-effacement”:10 in the Trinity, Relativity cannot be personified since it is the space, 
as it were, in which personification takes place; and likewise, in the Universe, Mâyâ is neither 
the Radiance nor the Image: it is the principle of projection or the container. On earth, we per-
ceive things and changes; we do not perceive space and time directly. Even so, were Mary not a 

9  The devil was the first to say “I”, according to some Sufis.
	
10 In the famous tale of Laylah and Majnun—he who sublimized the beloved inwardly to the point of forgetting 

the earthly Laylah—it is said that people reproached Majnun for loving a woman of so black a complexion; this is 

certainly not without meaning in the doctrinal context that holds our attention here.
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kind of hypostasis,11 she could be neither the “Spouse” of the God-Radiance nor the “Mother” 
of the God-Image.12 

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen”; this final word 
becomes a hypostasis by the very symmetry of the formula and the gesture indicating it. Cosmic 
Mâyâ is identified metaphysically with the Word of creation “Be!”, and thus with the creative 
Act, of which it is the effectuation and thereby the hypostatic prolongation. Now “God is 
Love”, and He “has created the world out of Love”: He is Love in Its bipolarization as Radi-
ance and Image—by virtue of Mâyâ—and He has created the world out of Love, thus through 
Mâyâ—which is Love projecting Itself into the night-tide of the naught, or projecting Itself 
illusorily “outside God” so that even the naught might somehow be enfolded within Divine 
Reality. 

Love, whether within God or the Universe, comprises the poles of Goodness and Beauty: 
Beauty pertains to Form, Image, and Reverberation, and Goodness to Energy, Act, and Radi-
ance; all cosmic phenomena are derived from this polarity, whether directly or indirectly, posi-
tively or negatively, whether imparting or depriving. It is not the Divine Mâyâ that produces 
privative phenomena directly, for She bewails these from behind Her veil; She bewails these 
fissures which the diverse modes of evil or the absurd represent while being unable to avoid 
them since creative radiance implies finally, at its outermost limits, the possibility of subversive 
and corrupting remoteness. Evil is the ransom of Relativity or Existence; however, Existence 
compensates in advance for evil by its victorious Divinity; Eve is infinitely forgiven and made 
victorious in Mary. 

According to a Muslim tradition, Eve lost her beauty after the expulsion from Paradise, 
whereas Mary is the very personification of beauty itself: “And her Lord…vouchsafed to her 
a beauteous growth”, says the Koran. But even if we do not have recourse to the Eve-Mary 
complementarity, by applying to Eve alone the symbolism of the ambiguity of Mâyâ, we can 
discern in Eve on the one hand two defects, which are sin and loss of beauty, and on the other 
two glories, which are reintegration into Perfection and the incorruptible beauty this glory 
confers on the elect.13 

* * * 

The whole cosmological problem unfolds according to the following sequence: the infinitude of 
the Divine Substance requires and produces Relativity or Existence; and Existence requires or 
produces—or by definition implies—Cosmic Manifestation; in so doing, however, it implies or 
carries in its wake the mystery of remoteness from God and thereby, incidentally, evil, for God 

11 Theology is scarcely suited to take account of this mystery of Mary, for it can operate only with simple notions, 
clearly defined and concretely useful; in its philosophical dimension, it can refine but not surpass this structuring, 
though it can happen that, in spite of everything, it will incidentally step outside of this framework. 
12 According to the revelations of Sister Mechthild of Magdeburg (13th century), the Blessed Virgin attests to her 
quality as Logos in these terms: “There I was the single betrothed of the Holy Trinity and mother of the sages, and 
I carried them before the eyes of God lest they fall, as so many others did. And as I was thus mother to many noble 
children, my breasts filled with the pure and unmingled milk of true, sweet Mercy in such wise that I nurtured the 
Prophets, and they prophesied before God (Christ) was born” (Das fliessende Licht der Gottheit, 1: 22). 
13 As Dante said: “The wound which Mary closed and anointed, she who is so beauteous (quella ch’è tanto bella 
= Eve) at her feet opened and thrust” (Paradiso 32:4-6); Eve recovered in Eternity her primordial beauty. One 
might mention, too, that if Mary is Mâyâ in its immutable and inviolable reality, Eve then represents Mâyâ not 
only under its aspect of ambiguity but also of final victory, hence of fundamental goodness. 
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alone is the Absolute Good. In other words, the apparent negation of this Good is bound to 
take place on a certain plane given that Divine Possibility has no limits. Evil, if it is real within 
limits that are nonetheless metaphysically illusory, is no more than a fragment of a greater good 
which, so to speak, compensates and absorbs it; in the very center of its existential possibility, 
a center that surpasses its accidentality, evil ceases to be; it is reabsorbed into an ever pure sub-
stance: within it, evil has never been. 

God is the Absolute Good who wants the relative Good, that is, the relativity that is the 
concomitant possibility of His own Good; however, the price of this relative Good is evil. The 
argument that the “good” is simply a moral notion and a mere matter of human appreciation 
fails to take into account two factors: first, that the Good is a universal reality of which moral 
good is but one application among others and, second, that to say something is a matter of 
human evaluation makes sense only on condition of not overlooking that man as such is by 
definition predisposed for making an adequate evaluation of things. Notions inherent in man’s 
substance are necessarily real; it is only the individual who, by applying them wrongly, can be 
mistaken. The fact that sentiment derives satisfaction from the notion of the good in no wise 
proves the inadequacy of this notion or that it is meaningless, or that it is the product of desire 
alone; the Good is not a value because man loves It; rather man loves the Good because It is a 
value. Or again: a value is not considered “good” because it is loved by man, but it is considered 
“good” inasmuch as it is objectively lovable by virtue of its qualities, whether direct or indirect, 
of truth and happiness. Now neither Truth nor Beatitude has been invented by man: the fact 
that man tends towards them intellectually, volitively, or sentimentally does nothing to lessen 
their objective reality. 

The price of the relative Good, as we have said, is evil. Now it is absurd for man to accept 
or to desire the relative Good without by the same token accepting, not evil in such and such 
a form, but the inevitability of evil; every man, by definition, accepts and desires the relative 
Good in some form, and he must therefore accept the phenomenon of evil as the basis for fi-
nally rising above it. To be fully human is, on the one hand, to note and accept the ineluctability 
of the absurd and, on the other, to free oneself from the absurd by distinguishing between the 
accident and the Substance—a victorious discernment which is precisely the whole vocation 
of the human being. The earthly Mâyâ frees itself through man, for each separate liberation is 
something absolute which, from a certain point of view, achieves Liberation as such. 

The Substance is not only the Supreme Reality, but as such It is also the Supreme Good, as 
we have said; now “it is in the nature of the Good to communicate Itself”,14 and this ontologi-
cal tendency provides an explanation, not only for Relativity—or “Ex-sistence”—as a hyposta-
sis, which is therefore radiant and reverberant in God Himself, but also for cosmic existence, 
which by definition is also radiant and reverberant, though “outside of God”. Thus Mâyâ is not 
only “illusion” as the Advaitins propose, but also the necessary concomitance of the Goodness 
inherent in the Absolute Real; in other words, if the Substance is good, It must project Mâyâ; 
and if God is good, He must create the world. What follows from this causality is that Mâyâ 
is good; were it not so, it would have no place in God and could not proceed from Him. And 
if Mâyâ is good it is because, in a mysterious though not inconceivable fashion, it is “not other 
than God”. 

14 Bonum est essentialiter diffusivum sui, according to the Augustinian principle, which proves moreover that 
creation is not an “absolutely gratuitous act” and that Platonic emanationism is in no way opposed to the intrinsic 
Freedom of God. And likewise, this hadîth qudsî: “I was a hidden treasure and wished to be known; thus I created 
the world.” 
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Mâyâ is the breath of Âtmâ: Âtmâ “breathes” through Mâyâ.15 This respiration—aside from 
its inward or substantial prefigurations—is outward, in the manner of our earthly breathing 
where the connection is made between the inside, the living body, and the outside, the sur-
rounding air. The Universe proceeds from God and returns to Him: these are the cosmic cycles 
belonging to the microcosm as well as to the macrocosm. Mâyâ is the air Âtmâ breathes, and 
this air is a quality of Âtmâ’s own Infinitude.16 

15  In medieval German, âtem still meant “spirit”, whereas modern German retains only the meaning of “respira-
tion”. In old German, the “Holy Spirit” was called: der heilige âtem. 
16 In the language of Sufism, the world proceeds from Goodness-Beauty, or from Beauty-Love, Rahmah; this is 
what is called the “Breathing out of the infinitely Good” (nafas Ar-Rahmân) or the “Compassionate Breathing 
out” (nafas rahmânî). Allah “breathes”, and this breathing is Goodness, Beauty, Love, Mercy; Rahmah is almost 
synonymous with Mâyâ. 
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or Old Wine in New Bottles
	

Being the “Response” of a Member of the Christian “Community” in 

“Freedom and Discernment” to his “Encounter” with the New Theology
	

by
	
Rama P. Coomaraswamy
	

The present crisis of the Church consists in its division between two irrec-
oncilable groups: the ‘old ones’, who cannot, or will not admit liturgical, disci-
plinary, and conceptual changes; and the ‘young ones’ who are repelled by the 
old ceremonies, beliefs, and practices. It is impossible to speak to both groups at 
once. Every priest today finds that his parish is really two parishes. What awak-
ens faith, or at least stirs interest among young people, scandalizes their elders to 
the point that they lose what little faith they have left. And to lead older people 
from the traditional faith to one which is more personal requires so much time, 
so much patience and so many precautions that the young people have not the 
patience to listen to, let alone to read anything about it (they read so little of 
anything, for that matter). 

Louis Evely, “If the Church is to Survive” 

“Their own opinion has misled many, and false reasoning unbalanced their 
judgement. Where the pupil of the eye is missing, there is no light, and where 
there is no knowledge, there is no wisdom”. 

Sirach, IV, 23 

The “Charisms” of the New Prophet 

ANDREW GREELEY’S SURVEY on the American priesthood revealed clearly that the most 
read authors by the current “active” clergy and bishops are Bernard Haring, Eugene Kennedy, 
John L. McKenzie, Edward Schillebeeckx, Karl Rahner, Louis Evely, Teilhard de Chardin and 
Hans Kung. That the intellectual life of our clergy should be formed by these “lights” makes it 
incumbent upon us who are members of the Church to become acquainted with them. That 
the Catholic of today is confused is clear, for he finds it increasingly difficult to integrate his 
earlier “pre-Vatican” training—however poor —with the pronouncements and sermons of the 
modern clergy. It is impossible for him to study in depth these authors, or even on many occa-
sions to understand what they are talking about. What do such phrases as “salvation history”, 
“desacralization”, “encounter with Christ”, “personalism”, or “existentialism” mean? What 
indeed does “charity”, “poverty”, “love”, and the “Word” mean? Indeed one wonders if there 
are suddenly new sacraments--the “sacrament of the Word”, or the “sacrament of the encoun-
ter with Christ”, or even the “sacrament of maturity”. As Bernard Haring says, “the present age 
has a whole new spirit... we have acquired a new awareness, a new frame of thought, a new 
vocabulary and a new historical context. We cannot simply manipulate old language and old 
principles and turn out the solutions needed today”. Now, if the inability to communicate be-
tween the old and the new laity is partly related to fundamental differences in their approach 
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to religion, a difference characterized by Greeley as that between the “essentialists” and the 
“existentialists”, it is also in part related to the radically new language used by the moderns to 
express their new ways of thinking. 

It might be useful for us to examine this language and in doing so to delineate the concepts 
behind the phrases so that we may both understand what is being given us as the current ver-
sion of the “Good News,” and so that we may examine the “News” itself and see just how 
good it really is. 

Anyone writing from a traditional viewpoint is deeply concerned with providing sources of 
authority for what he advocates. For a Catholic, authority has to reside in the Scriptures, in the 
traditions of the Church (the teaching Magisterium and the Church Fathers—and by extension 
of both, the writings of recognized Saints).1 Orthodoxy is the principle of formal homogeneity 
proper to the spiritual perspective of Christianity and is therefore indispensable to all genu-
ine intellectuality. In other words, the essence of Orthodoxy is the Truth—as revealed by the 
Scriptures, and as interpreted by those who were best able to do so—the Apostles and their 
immediate spiritual descendants, the Fathers of the Church. Thus it follows that the Catholic 
theologian should not seek to “think for himself,” but rather to “think correctly”. As Saint 
Thomas says, “the way of the heretic is to restrict belief in certain aspects of Christ’s doctrine 
selected and fashioned at pleasure”. (Summa II-II, 1, al). The theologian does not invent the 
“myth”, but like Euripides, he receives it from his mother. Like Cassian, he must say of what he 
advocates: “I am not inventing this teaching, but simply passing on what I have learnt”. (Conf. 
Pref.). The theologian may express himself in terms appropriate to a given time and circum-
stance, but he cannot shake off old authority nor invent new content. When he does so, he is, 
as Philo, says, “wandering around in the maze of his own personal opinions”. 

But what authorities are acceptable to both the old and the new Catholics? Encyclicals is-
sued by former Popes with anathemas attached to their being changed are now abrogated by 
existing authority. To quote the encyclical Mediator Dei on the Sacred Liturgy, published as it 
was in the remote times of 1947, or Humani Generis, issued in 1950 on false opinions, would 
be an act of futility. Even the documents of Vatican II (still not officially translated into English) 
have in places been superceded. As a member of a parish “liturgical committee”, one finds with 
amazement that the only source of authority is the “latest” pronouncement, be it from Rome 
or from a Bishop‘s convocation. One hardly dares to mention the Church Fathers or tradition 
as valid sources, for both are virtually unknown to both the old and the new, and if quoted can 
be disqualified by virtue of their historicity. Perhaps the Scriptures (the current phrase is the 
“liturgy of the Word”) are a common ground, providing of course that both groups can accept 
a given translation,2 but even here we must be wary, for to quote Evely, “one of the indispens-
able conditions necessary in order to render the faith possible to modern man, is to produce a 
new interpretation of the scriptures and of dogma... for we cannot accept revelation unless it 
be in our own language, with our own ways of thinking, with our own concepts...” This new 
interpretation, let it be known, includes such things as the denial by Evely of the biological 
virginity of the Blessed Virgin and the denial of the physical presence of Christ in the Eucharist. 

In an era when ecumenism has come to be equivalent to theological pluralism and when 
clearly erroneous theologians are defended on the grounds that they are “speculative”, it be-

1 As Saint Alphonsus Liguori said, “any author whose name begins with ‘S’ is worth reading—‘S’ standing for 
‘Saint’” and as Pius XI said, “the lives of the Saints are an extension of God’s words”.
	
2 A classical example of the translation which obfuscates is the translation of the angelic greeting by “Rejoice O 

most favoured daughter! the Lord is with you” (for ‘Haue gratia plena, Dominus. tecum’) which is given in The 

New American Bible which is the only translation allowed to be read in the Catholic Churches in America.
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comes extremely difficult to pass judgment on opinions that can be accepted by any broad 
group of Catholics. In Brian Moore’s recent novel Catholics, the ecumenically trained Father 
Kinsella asks “How can we even define what heresy is today? and the old Father Abbot an-
swers, “Yesterday’s orthodoxy is today’s heresy”. Time magazine finds no difficulty in lumping 
together progressive Protestant denominations with those of liberal forms of Catholicism and 
Judaism, and notes that “their very credal flexibility precludes the certitude that attracts con-
verts”. (Time, April 9, 1973). 

With these brief comments behind us, let us turn to the various popular authors of the New 
Church. As one travels through their rather voluminous output, one comes to the conclusion 
that underlying their various expositions are certain common currents of thought and certain 
basic agreements. These are the concepts of “evolution”, of “progress”, of a single “higher civi-
lization”, and perhaps more diffusely, the overall world view of Teilhard de Chardin. Thus it is 
that Bernard Haring says, “today the emergence of a tremendously dynamic society with new 
knowledge, new needs, and a totally new frame of thought” can only find its solution by reach-
ing Christ in whom “everything attains its true personalistic centre, the point OMEGA”. Now 
this new world view is apposed to that held in pre-Councilar times and which is described by 
Hans Kung and Johannes Neuman as “a world-picture belonging to the past, an anachronis-
tic theology... made up of an inappropriate medley of platonic-aristotelian-thomastic ideas...” 
Father Bless, S. J. informs us under the Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur that “the man of today is 
not so much aware of being the passive subject of evolution as of being its guiding agent... In 
the past, concepts, essence, laws, the whole of reality were conceived as strongly static and un-
changeable. Today we have attained a vision of and an interest in growth... As a result of these 
changes, man experiences the relations that make him a man in a totally different way than was 
the case in the past...” Eugene Kennedy informs us that “maturity comes only to those... who 
can separate themselves from the completed phases of their development... The Church faces 
this kind of challenge at the present time... The Church must take the risk of changing itself if it 
is to find the fullness of its adult presence in the world”. Thus we see that evolution and change, 
change especially characterized as “dynamic” is a keystone for these authors despite the fact 
that it is somewhat at variance with the Scriptural vision of creation as well as with the views 
of many modern scientists. 

Now these concepts of “progress” and “evolution” are in effect the most pernicious pseu-
do-dogmas and pseudo-myths that the world has ever produced. As Pius XII said only twenty-
five years ago, “these false evolutionary notions, with their denial of all that is fixed or abiding in 
human experience, have paved the way for a new philosophy of error. Idealism, immanentism, 
pragmatism have now a rival in what is called ‘existentialism’.” This is not to deny that evolu-
tion and progress exist, though their existence is partial and often of limited applicability. How-
ever, if evolution and progress exist, it must be remembered, to cite from Frithjof Schuon’s 
“No Activity Without Truth”, that there is also degradation and degeneration. What is clearly 
radically false is to suppose that our ancestors were intellectually, spiritually or morally our 
inferiors. To propose this is the most childish of delusions, for human weakness may alter its 
style in the course of history, but not its nature. Moreover, not only does impartial observation 
tell us that humanity is decaying inescapably, the very Scriptures themselves spell it out with 
amazing clarity. What better description of the modern world can be found than that of the 
Apocalypse—”thus with violence shall the great city of Babylon be thrown down... no crafts-
man of whatsoever craft he be, shall be found any more in thee... the light of the candle shall 
shine no more at all in thee... for thy merchants were the great men of the earth, and by thy 
sorcery all the nations have been led astray”. 

That Teilhard de Chardin is central to many of these authors is well illustrated by Haring 
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who refers to him “as one of those prophetic voices who have helped us achieve the larger 
theological vision needed to understand the present times”. For after all “Teilhard de Chardin 
was a Christian personalist in the truest sense. His vision, inspired by deep meditation and mys-
tical experience, was an effective answer to the accusation that religion estranges man from the 
world... man and man’s decisions, constituted the principal evidence for him of the evolution-
ary process on earth. Salvation history meant the development of an ever-keener awareness by 
men of the presence of God, and greater acknowledgement that he is the one who guides us.” 

Louis Evely3 quotes Father Malevez with approval when he says “the idea that the Incarna-
tion of the Son has an impact not only in the spiritual world, but also in that of matter is found 
among ecclesiastical authors... The contemporary mastery of matter, political organization, art, 
philosophy and technology complete Christ, and in completing him, glorify him... Catholicism 
accepts human progress in every direction as a condition of, and even as a constitutive element 
in its own perfection”. Evely continues that while “the Church believed in the instantaneous 
creation of the world... she then had to admit, painful as it was, that (the world) had actu-
ally resulted from uncounted millions of years of evolution. In the same way we now believe 
that the end of the world will not come as a result of an arbitrary decision on God’s part, but 
in consequence of a ripening process for which we are responsible. Teilhard de Chardin, for 
one, foresaw that the historical completion of human evolution and the final coming of Christ 
would coincide”. 

John McKenzie also notes that Teilhard has produced a “new statement of eschatology... 
Teilhard sees not only mankind, but all of nature converging towards a single eschatological 
fulfillment. His is a vision of nature and of man as one great unity whose fulfillment is found in 
the perfection of unity”. 

Now I doubt that any modern theologian would deny his great indebtedness to Teilhard 
de Chardin. Frequently forgotten and passed over in silence is the fact that the Church once 
silenced him under the threat of excommunication—it being to his everlasting benefit that he 
submitted. In a footnote to the Vatican II document “Pastoral Constitution on the Church in 
the Modern World”, it is mentioned that some critics at the council objected to the influence 
of the thought of Teilhard de Chardin on the document, and especially to those concepts de-
picting the “dynamic evolutionary forces” at work. Such statements, to quote the document 
directly, as “to a certain extent, the human intellect is also broadening its dominion over time; 
over the past by means of historical knowledge; over the future by the art of projecting and 
planning. Advances in biology, psychology, and the social sciences... bring men hope of im-
proved self-knowledge” are certainly highly remeniscent of Teilhardian thinking. 

These quotes, though perhaps tedious, serve to show a certain underlying unity of thought, 
not only with regard to Teilhard, but also and again, with regard to evolution and progress. The 
fact that evolution is a theory and not a scientific fact is quietly ignored, as are axiomatic con-
cepts that contradict it such as Aristotle‘s statement that what is lesser cannot create something 
greater than itself, or that energy is neither created nor destroyed, or that species by definition 
cannot engender new species. (It is not denied that species can be modified by circumstances 
such as is demonstrated by the stunting of growth by malnutrition—but this is not to create a 
new species—the pygmie and the watusi are both homo sapiens). Also ignored by the Teilhard-
ian position are the many biblical statements that pertain to man’s fall, the many cataclysms 
along the course of “salvation history” and the warnings about the end of the world. Christ did 

3 Louis Evely was formerly the spiritual director of the Little Brothers and Sisters of Jesus, an order founded on 
the principles of Charles de Foucauld. While some of his earlier writings are quite beautiful, his later attitudes are 
clearly blasphemous. He requested and received permission to leave the priesthood to “better serve the Church”. 
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not say He was the Omega, but the Alpha and the Omega. To quote Augustine, “when the 
day of judgment shall have begun to be no longer looked for... ‘than shall sudden destruction 
come upon them’.” (Comm. Psalms). Christ himself seems to have been singularly lacking in 
insight, for one finds no evidence in His statements that he was aware of the “dynamic evolu-
tionary forces” at play in His day. Nowhere do I find in Scripture such statements as Teilhard’s 
“Charity... will find its fulfillment in a life given for the common advance”, or “to adore... means 
pledging oneself body and soul to the creative act, by associating oneself with it, so as to bring 
the world to its fulfillment by effort and research”. 

Is not all this attempt to correlate the fulfillment of Christ with worldly perfection but the 
building of another Tower of Babel? As Philo said, two thousand years ago, if the Homerian 
mountains of Olympus, Ossa and Pelion were to be piled on top of one another, they would 
not reach up to heaven. But no, with “folly and dreadful madness” (Philo),4 Teilhard de Chardin 
cries “To heaven through the fulfillment of the earth”, and the confusion between the cities of 
Babylon and Jerusalem is compounded.5 

The Secular City 

If then we can accept Teilhardian thinking—if we can accept evolution as an over-riding prin-
ciple of existence, based as it is on pseudo-scientific thinking, and apply it to all of reality, and 
if we can agree with Father Bless that man is “not a passive subject of evolution, but its guiding 
agent”, then we must inevitably re-orient our thinking with regard to the world, and must say 
with Harvey Cox that “in the light of biblical faith, secularization and urbanization do not rep-
resent sinister curses to be escaped, but epochal opportunities to be embraced”6 with the mod-
ern theologians. They have re-oriented their thinking about the world. Their writings present 
a bewildering spectrum of attitudes as they seek to express with originality their commitment 
to the “new view of man”. Schille-beeckx informs us that “service to a world which is grow-
ing into a closer unity; the ethical commitment imposed upon Western man by the advanced 
position which the West enjoys in contrast to the rest of the world... the plans for a dynamic 
blueprint to set up a society upon earth that shall be worthy of men—all this is seen also by the 
religious man of today as concrete, even the principal way in which he proposes to give form 
to his religion and to Christianity”. Eugene Kennedy reminds us that “the Church lives on the 
same geological fault of history as the rest of mankind... the Church must... create the climate 
of loving relationships that transforms the environment of the world... this is the most impor-
tant and traditional function of the Church, to be the presence of faithful concern and love 
that makes it the source of hope”. Rahner,7 whose “anthropocentric conception of the whole 

4 While I admit to not having read all of Teilhard’s works, I do not think that I belie his position. The quotes that I 
have selected above are all taken from the works of the authors discussed in this paper, and hence reflect selections 
they themselves have used. Among several excellent reviews consulted, Phillip Sherrard “Teilhard De Chardin and 
the Christian Vision” (Studies in Comparative Religion, 1970) was most helpful. 

With regard to Evolution, the reader is referred to an excellent book. The Transformist Illusion, by Douglas 
Dewar (Dehoff Publications). 
5 Philo, The Confusion of Tongues.
	
6 Harvey Cox, a protestant theologian at Harvard Divinity School is perhaps one of the most widely quoted au-
thors by modern theologians. In the second edition of his book, The Secular City, he expresses some surprise that 

he has had so much influence in Catholic circles.
	
7 Rahner incidentally distinguishes himself from the Teilhardian position—in degree if not in quality. To quote 
Father Gelpi, his most important interpreter, “he feels that the theologian must not merely demonstrate the ab-
sence of any contradiction between evolutionary theory and revelation, he must also explore their similarities and 
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of theology” (the description is his own) is hard to decipher because of his complex sentence 
structure and phraseology, states that “what the Christian male of the twentieth century needs 
to attract him to the work of the Church is a manly version of Christianity... his intellectualism 
actually gives him a deeper insight into the transcendent aspect of religion, but his emotional 
reserve will make him balk at public displays of piety. What he (the modern Christian) needs 
then is a piety proportioned to his psycho-logical makeup and to the rhythm and interests of 
his life”. A mature Christian, Haring tells us, is one who “has become fully aware of the liber-
ating power of the love of Christ”, and one who “has consecrated himself’ for his brothers... 
in total dedication to his fellow men in responsibility, freedom and discernment”. The Chris-
tian is instructed to go forth into the world—the world of “tremendous progress, of modern 
psychology, the social sciences, social psychology and history” (Haring). We are to make the 
world—after all it was created by God—into the Kingdom of God. As Balthasar says, “the 
world is an epiphany, a revelation of and a reference to God”. By doing this, “the mundane task 
of the Christian acquires a more profound significance: it is co-redemptive... the tasks of earthly 
culture become the incarnation of the Christian commitment; in ordering this world to bring 
it into harmony with the Kingdom of God (man must develop) an apostolic secular involve-
ment”. (Schillebeeckx8). Others go even further. Evely exports the Church to “stop wasting the 
energy of the faithful in ceremonies and rites, in prayers without action and in ‘receiving’ the 
sacraments. What is needed today is hope, and it is the task of the Church to raise up a measure 
of hope that is proportionate to the misery and the frustrations of the poor”, for the Church 
must “become once more the evangelical crucible of the world revolution through her faith 
in the future of man.” Duquoc informs us that the real vocation of the Catholic layman is to 
show that “Christianity does not despise the world, but lifts it up, consecrates it and fulfills it”; 
and hence as Cren says, “attachment to the world has become attachment to Christ”. Is it any 
wonder that the Chilian Jesuit Arroyo has created a “Christian-Marxist” synthesis known as the 
“theology of liberation”, or that the American Jesuit, Father Stevenson sees the Maoist Chinese 
as “anonymous Christians” (a term applied to those who work for “point Omega” without re-
ligious affiliation). Now, with all this free-floating goodwill, we can only await the Parousia, for 
as Gerard Philips says, “in the end, the redeemed world and the Church will be one”. 

Another View—Taken from an Appropriate Medley of Platonīc Aristotelian Thomistic Ideas 

Actually confusion with regard to the world is not new. Origen who wrote at the turn of the 
second century, complained in his Philocalia that “we sometimes fall into great errors, either 
through ignorance of logic, or because we do not clear up the equivocal senses of terms, their 
ambiguities, misapplications, literal meanings and distinctions. Take for example (says Origen), 
the word ‘world’. Through not knowing that it was an equivocal term, men have fallen into 
the most impious opinions concerning the Demiurge: men, I mean, who have not cleared up 
the question in what sense the world lieth in the evil one’ (John V, 19).” Clement, Saint Paul’s 
contemporary, was not confused when he said, “Christians in the world are what the soul is in 
the body. The soul is dispersed through all the members of the body, and Christians are scat-

show possible points of contact between them”. Rahner’s own descripiion of his position as “an anthropocentric 
conception of the whole of theology” is somewhat reminiscent ‘of the phrase “Atheistic Christianity”, or of the 
oriental quip, “A Horse’s egg”. 
8 Schillebeeckx’s use of the word “co-redemptive” in this context is quite extra-ordinary because he strongly 
protests against this title as being applied to Our Lady on the grounds that he feels it tends to make her position 
one of equality with Christ’s. 
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tered through all the cities of the world. The soul dwells in the body, yet is not of the body; the 
Christians dwell in the world, yet are not of the world (John XVII, 11, 14, 16)”. Saint Chryso-
stom encouraged the Christian to be active in the world. “I do not say forsake the cities, and 
withdraw yourselves from public affairs, but rather, being engaged in them show virtue”, but 
at the same time, he also said with Saint Paul, “the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the 
world (Gal. VI, 14)”. (From his commentary on Saint Matthew). Augustine said “woe to those 
who put their hope in the world; woe to them that cling to those things which they brought 
forth through their hope in the world” (Comm. Psalms). 

Saint Thomas tells us that “the last end of human life is Beatitude... the theologian considers 
human actions in so far as through them man is ordered to Beatitude (I-II, 7, 2; 69, 11).” Now 
to be involved in the world without these ends in view leads away from Beatitude and encloses 
us in the blind alley of our own contingency, and in the measureless hell of our own absurdity. 
Far from constituting a merit in itself, work—our activities in the world—only becomes meri-
torious on condition that it is carried out “for the love of God” which in turn implies that the 
work is done as well as possible and that its content is artistic—i.e., that it transmits something 
of the Truth and Spirit that gives meaning to life. To act in any other manner is an agitation 
without issue, the activity of a person who lets himself be carried away by a torrent and who 
imagines that he is creating this torrent himself by his agitation. 

Those who see in Vatican II the object of leading “the faithful to enter wholeheartedly the 
human and temporal tasks of society” (Gerard Philips) seem to ignore Christ’s statement that 
His “Kingdom is not of this world”. The prayer “Thy Kingdom come on earth” is not to be 
confused with the mechanistic progression of man’s inevitable perfection into a sort of system 
“so perfect that no one will need to be good” (T. S. Eliot), but rather as Eckhart says, “that 
evil should be expelled from our hearts, and vice extinguished in us, that God might reign in 
us, and even more, in the whole world through the frequent practice of virtue (Super Oratione 
Dominica).” Gregory of Nyssa interprets it as a request that “Thy Holy Spirit come upon us to 
purify us” (quoted by Thomas Aquinas in his Catanea Aurea). Now if this “uncarnal” intepre-
tation (a phrase of Augustine) seems strange to us, let us remember that we also ask “Give us 
this day our daily bread”, and that Christ explained this when he said “I am the Bread of Life”. 

Let us not forget that one of the reasons Christ was unacceptable to the people of his day 
was that he refused to found a secular state and throw off the imperial rule of Rome. Sister 
Agreda in the City of God tells us that one of the reasons that Judas turned traitor was that 
he was upset about the precious oils that were poured out on Christ’s head—he thought that 
they should have been sold so that the money could have been given to the poor! May we be 
preserved from a similar perfidy. 

The modern theologian’s confusion about the world extends further into the economic 
sphere. He is confused (or at least his followers are) about the meaning of the word “poverty”. 
A person is not blessed because he is broke any more than Saint Louis is damned because he 
was a rich king. The poor, says (note the use of the present tense) Saint Cyril, are “those who 
despise riches”, or as Saint Basil says, “many are poor in their possessions, yet most covetous 
in their disposition. Nothing involuntary deserves a blessing, because all virtue is characterized 
by freedom of will” (both quotes from Thomas Aquinas’s Catanea Aurea). Surely the activ-
ist priest who would work to convert the negro slums of America into the economic haven 
(heaven?) of upper middle class suberbia must see that the spiritual poverty of those who have 
“arrived” is often as abysmal as his own. As Mother Theresa said to a young priest who left the 
priesthood to “better serve the poor”, “You can now no longer give Christ to the poor, but only 
yourself”. If Christ Himself could say “Why do you call me good, only God is good”, surely we 
must recognize that the only good we can do is done in virtue of, and in so far as we can say 
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with Saint Paul, “I live, not I, but Christ lives in me”. 
One of the clear underlying assumptions of the latter day theologians who would re-orient 

our attitudes towards the world is that the world is good and getting better. Also assumed is 
that Western civilization is the very best thing that has ever happened to God’s world, and that 
it should be spread even to those parts of the world that are “not yet spoiled”, not “smeared 
and seared” by the hand of man (G. M. Hopkins). The Teilhardian expression for this concept 
is “planetization.” Warning voices such as those who have dsecribed Western civilization as a 
“curse to humanity”, as a “murderous machine with no conscience and no ideals” (G. LaPiana 
at Harvard), as “neither human, nor normal, nor Christian” (Eric Gill), or “as an anomaly, not 
to say a monstrosity” (René Guénon) are completely ignored. Our society is the only society 
that has ever sanctioned usury as a legitimate method of making money. Every orthodox tradi-
tion including Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, and certainly the Judeo-Christian roots of our own 
tradition, condemn it clearly. Certainly the poverty that prevails in the modern world is to a 
great extent an outcome of its economic principles and practice, and the price that mankind 
has paid for the progressive affluence of a relatively small part of humanity is indeed great.9 

The modern world has in fact abandoned the concept of “right livelihood” according to which 
a man could not be considered a Christian in good standing if he made his living by usury or 
speculation. Indeed the bases of modern civilization are to such a degree rotten that it has been 
forgotten, even by the learned, that man ever attempted to live otherwise than by bread alone. 
It is a society in which to live by Christian principles is almost an impossibility. A collectivity 
(the modernist expression is “community”) in which the worker has been reduced to a “wage 
slave” instead of an artist far exceeds the paganism of ancient Rome. (An artist should not be a 
special kind of man, rather every man should be a special kind of artist.) Is this the society—the 
society of “clock-work orange” and “terminal man”, a society with the “mark of the beast” 
(Apocalypse)—that the new theologians would have us enter “wholeheartedly” and spread to 
the farthest corners of the world with a “proselytizing fury”? 

A further extension of this worldly spirituality is the concept of “Salvation History”. Now 
this phrase is used in many ways. Essentially what it implies is that what is good in this modern 
world is a manifestation of Christ working through the historical process. Unfortunately, one 
does not see that modern man (and I include the modern theologian) has developed any degree 
of discernment as to what is good. However, whatever the meaning ascribed to it, the phrase 
itself is highly objectionable. Salvation can never be a historical process unless we reduce sal-
vation to a concept that involves the community (currently also called the “people of God”), 
for it is obvious that while the community can be saved—always through the grace of God—I 
still may be individually damned. Salvation is always an individual thing, for “the Kingdom of 
God is within”, and sanctity today is no different than it was in Apostolic times, and if it isn’t 
the same, I’m afraid that I don’t really want it. Salvation and sanctity are something that occur 
in the “Now” as Eckhart would say, for “the second coming of Christ, our Bridegroom, takes 
place every day within good men, often and many times” (John of Ruysbroeck). 

Thus we are led to consider what the modern theologians are saying about doctrinal mat-
ters (they rarely write about the spiritual life per se), for here we come very much to the crux 
of the affair. Here one finds a great cry for “practicality” (Rahner), but in a somewhat different 
teleological context than that of the traditional theologian. I also am for practicality, and with 
Tanquerey would like to quote Faber. “Is not all doctrine practical... Is it not the first use of dog-

9 It is Calvin whom we must thank for introducing the concept that “interest” was a legitimate form of usury. The 
current legitimate interest rate for “time payments” in America in 18 per cent! 
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matic theology to be the basis of sanctity?10 “ In the light of this premise, let us examine what 
the new theologians have to say about doctrine. 

E Pluribus Unum and the New “Uncreed” 

The General Secretariat of Concilium, a modernist journal published “cum approbatione eccle-
siastica” and having on its staff such names as Edward Schillebeeckx (Dogma); Karl Rahner 
(Consulting Editor); Andrew Greeley (Consulting Editor), and others of a similar ilk, has stated 
in its position paper on “The Creed in the Melting Pot” that: 

The historicity of the creed, the opinions about the nature of the Church’s 
unity, the present difficulties which beset religious language… the difficulties... 
created by a Christiandom that has lost its self-evidence… has brought to the 
fore, in a most distressing fashion, the problem of the reformulation of the Creed. 

The same source continues: “Karl Jaspers once said that the Churches with their mutually 
opposing confessions are no longer able to serve mankind on its way towards unification. As an 
alternative he suggested that a philosophical faith should take over the function of the religions 
based on revelation. Rahner, supported by many others, pointed out that the pluriformity of 
philosophies must lead to a legitimate pluriformity in thinking about the faith”. 

Hans Kung tells us “a new spirit, a new freedom of thinking, discussing and acting, a new 
approach to truth, has become a reality”. Bernard Haring tells us that “theologians in general, 
and each one individually must realize more and more that they possess their knowledge not 
in a heavenly manner, but according to their finite state”. He continues elsewhere that “the 
whole approach to ethics, and indeed every single moral principle, needs re-examination in 
each epoch; morality has to be justified by persons. Man can never be submitted to an ethics 
or to a moral code that would offend the dignity of the person and his sense of responsibility 
for the community and the future of mankind... morality has to be justified by the good of per-
sons in community and by the community of persons”. With such an attitude, is it any wonder 
that Haring asks elsewhere “what then is left to ascetical theology?”, and answers: “If it is to 
continue as an independent subject, it might usefully present various ways of Christian living 
together with an appropriate historical and sociological background”. 

John McKenzie has a slightly different view. He states “Faith is the response to revelation; 
doctrine, the product of theology, is an understanding and an application of the faith... The 
Church uses theology and doctrine; indeed, these are the means by which the Church evolves 
with the world and with history. Faith never becomes antiquated; doctrine very easily does.” 

Eugene Kennedy informs us that “the clearest truth of our age is that man has reached a 
point in history in which all institutional forms, no matter how well they have served man in the 
past, must be reshaped if they are to be suitable vehicles for human experience in the future... 
The Church proclaims salvation and offers itself as the servant of all men. The Church is for 
man. This is the function of the Church and the forms of its response flow from a comprehen-
sion of this... This indeed would match man more truly than the rigid and spent forms which 
saw man so narrowly...Man by his very nature needs structures. These must match his nature so 
that they can truly express his spirit. The contemporary task is not just to pull down the rotting 
structures of the past. It is far more urgent to lay the foundations, and start raising the walls of 
the structures that will accommodate the Church effectively in the coming century”. 

Kennedy’s exact doctrinal position is unclear, and indeed one suspects that he would con-

10 A. Tanquerey, “The Spiritual Life”. 
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sider it psychologically unhealthy to have one. “Life does not take place on that cold and starlit 
intellectual plain. Life is lived on a very different, far from ideal level...of men...in the daily 
pursuit of their fullest humanity. Man is engaged in a process of growth, and while he needs 
ideals about such things as hoping and loving, these must not be so distant as to be totally be-
yond him.” He speaks much of love, a sort of “free-floating” entity that is more psychological 
than anything else. His book A Time for Love reads more like Rollo May or Erich Fromm than 
the writings of a Catholic priest. “Everywhere I go, I see lonely people” complains Kennedy. 
“People really are not looking for somebody with all the answers to life’s riddles; they are quite 
prepared to live with mystery when the sustaining power of love is present...something that 
will give them strength to bear with life even when its meaning is obscure and its pressures 
are intense. The saints and wise men, by whatever other titles we call them, have been friends 
to man, and have helped other people to love each other a little more. The chief task for any 
Church is the creation of the environment of community that has its roots in the Gospel vision 
of man whose destiny is to achieve the highest level of human development in the integrating 
experience of love”. 

Kennedy also makes much of the need for “maturity”. He turns for inspiration to the psy-
chologist Gorden Allport, and tells us that we must give up the religion of childhood, and that 
we must abandon religion that is based on the acceptance of authority; religion that is imitative 
of others and that is verbalistic and ritualistic. He tells us that “Christians are struggling for a 
more developed religious sense... If Church leaders cannot endure this, then they misunderstand 
the task of their leadership... The Church is for man—thinking, feeling man. It should make him 
fully man so that with all his powers he can respond to God’s grace.” 

Last, but not least, we must quote that most typical of modernists, Louis Evely, who in-
forms us that “it must be stated that it is impossible for modern man to believe in the same 
way men of former ages did. It is impossible to confess a dogma or to recite the Credo without 
understanding something differently than our forefathers did. In fact, the exposition of a new 
interpretation of scripture and of dogma is an indispensable condition if we are to make faith 
possible for contemporary man”. 

What then are some of the new doctrines that are being taught by the One Holy Catholic 
and Apostolic Church as the modernist sees it? First of all, the doctrine of pluralism which goes 
hand in hand with a misshapen ecumenism. To feel that we have the one True Faith and that 
others are in error is characterized as “Triumphalism”, a result of our “Ghetto mentality”, that 
in turn derives from centuries of attempted isolation from the realities of life. We must be open 
to other peoples’ truths, not the Truths of other Sacred Traditions, but truths promulgated by 
Protestants, Marxists and even atheists. We must join with these “anonymous Christians” and 
work towards the future redemption of humanity as humanity. 

The catch phrase now is “Personalism” defined by Haring as the “question of how the 
person is related to other persons in the encounter that takes place in the various types of 
communities and societies of the world today...in personalism we study the effects of social 
structures on the dignity of man and the rights of each person”. Now a Christian personalism 
finds its end point in Christ. “In him everything attains its true personalistic centre, the point 
OMEGA. Confronted with him and entrusting ourselves to him we come to the highest form 
of a personalistic and existentialistic understanding of our nature and vocation, our being called 
to uniqueness in community. A man who has come of age is a personalist concelebrating his 
existence with fellow men in responsibility, freedom and discernment. Otherwise he has not 
come of age”. 
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Hence we have been introduced to the catch phrase “existentialism”.11 Haring tells us the 
word derives from the Latin existere, meaning “going out”, and he interprets it as “having the 
courage of becoming, being one’s self in freedom with all its risks, and with a firm resolve not 
to live a life of artificial isolation, but to go out from individual loneliness towards the Other 
and towards ever-new situations and possibilities... Personalistic existentialism means becom-
ing increasingly one’s whole self, chiefly with a view to the more authentic encounter with the 
Other”.12 

Thus we are introduced to the next catch phrase—“encounter”, and the extension of this 
is the “encounter with Christ”—one of the new “sacraments”. Faith is defined as a “dialogic, 
responsorial ‘relationship between God and man; it is not just an operation of the intellect, 
not... a catalogue of things believed. Faith is man’s person to Person trustful communication 
with God... Christian morality is based on the faith by which man is justified13... We rightly 
emphasize that faith is a personal response in freedom”. (All from Haring). 

Another View—Drawn from an Appropriate Medley of Platonic Aristotelian Thomistic and 
Scriptural Sources 

Now all these quotations bring to mind Saint Paul’s second letter to Timothy: 

The time will surely come when man will grow tired of sound doctrine, always 
itching to hear something fresh; and so they will provide themselves with a 
continuous succession of new teachers (didaskaloi in Greek), as the whim takes 
them... There must be no wordy disputes such as can only unsettle the mind of 
those who are listening... Keep thy distance from those who are bringing in a 
fashion of meaningless talk; they will go far to establish neglect of God, and their 
influence eats like a cancer. 

Encounter Theology 

All this talk of Faith being an “encounter” with Christ or revelation, a personalistic “I-Thou” 
response, allows for any subjective interpretation desired and certainly leaves the door open 
to pluralism of any shade. The fact that a saint may have had an “encounter with Christ” does 
not mean that every “encounter” is saintly, or that it will even result in anything more than 
feeling good. To empty our faith of every specific object, as Maritain says, is to reduce it to a 
“simple sublimating aspiration”. “My God, were not these dogmas defined and once and for 
all?... Has not Church doctrine been established with certainty?... What man, having received 
theological faith, could be idiot enough to imagine that eternal certitudes would begin to wa-
ver, to grow hollow with doubts and question marks, to dissolve themselves in the stream of 
time?” (Maritain—The Peasant of the Garonne). The modernist, having questioned the validity 
of dogma, having asked with Pilate “Quid est Veritas?” (What is Truth?), must define faith as 
an encounter that is completely subjective and emptied of all objective content or fall into the 
trap of proclaiming himself in heresy. 

11 Existentialism is defined in the American Heritage dictionary “as a body of thought current in the 19th and 
20th centuries, centering about the uniqueness and isolation of individual experience in a universe indifferent or 
even hostile to man, regarding human existance as unexplainable and, emphasizing man’s freedom of choice and 
responsibility for the consequence of his acts.” Hardly a Christian “Gestalt”. 
12 It is interesting to note how many of these terms are derived from the writings of modern psychologists. 
13 Is this not Lutheranism? Saint Paul said, “we are justified by Christ”. 
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Now, to set the record straight, the Church has always taught that Faith must be considered 
both objectively and subjectively. “Objectively it stands for the sum of Truths revealed by God 
in Scripture and tradition and which the Church presents to us in a brief form in her creeds; 
subjectively, faith stands for the habit or virtue by which we assent to these truths” (Catholic 
Encyclopedia). Faith, says Saint Thomas, is “the act of the intellect assenting to a Divine Truth 
owing to the movement of the will, which is itself moved by the grace of God.” (II-IIiv, a, 2) 

The New Ecumenism 

We have already spoken of the all-pervading acceptance of pluralism by the modernist theolo-
gies. This is in practice the acceptance of relativism that places anyone’s “encounter” on an 
equal footing. This becomes the basis of a false “ecumenism” that accepts as equal the personal 
opinions of any heretic—after all, he also is a “son of God”. We are asked to have a “dialogue” 
with the world, and with our brethren, but again as equals. Is not this similar to asking the 
soul to have a dialogue on equal footing with “the flesh against whom we are at war”? I do not 
castigate an ecumenism that would accept Truth wherever it is found,14 but one that would 
claim all Truth is relative. To accept the Truths that our brethren adhere to is one thing. To 
ignore their error, to pass over their faults, is not charity, but indifference. What father in love 
and charity would fail to correct (be it ever so gently) the errors of his children? To accept the 
errors of heretics as of equal value with our Truth is simple insanity. To invite them to speak 
from our pulpits, as has been done in many Catholic parishes in the name of ecumenism, is 
the height of insanity. All this can only result in a sort of “immanent apostasy” (Maritain) that 
attempts to remain Christian, but ends up in being Christian in name only. This is why the 
Orthodox Church in America issued a bishop’s encyclical attacking the ecumenical movement 
for its “secularistic Christianity”.15 

The New Democracy and the Dictatorship of the “Didaskaloi” 

Another aspect of this “pluralism” is the current craze for “democracy” in the new Church, 
but a democracy that allows freedom only to those who agree with the underlying principles of 
the modernist. This is similar to the secular democracy in which we live, and whose advantages 
so often only accrue to the rich. As Andrew Greeley says, “not infrequently innovations are 
imposed on lay people who are given no choice but to accept what the experimenters have in 
mind... What is especially... reprehensible about this technique is that it seems to be practiced 
often precisely by those clergy who are the loudest in proclaiming their own liberalism... what 
they mean by lay participation is the participation of those lay people who happen to share 
their values”. Now in the name of this “democracy” the vow of silence has been broken by the 
Trappists, and Trappists leave their monasteries to travel to New York to study “transcendental 
meditation” as taught by heretical Hindus. In the name of this “democracy” an interminable 
variety of liturgies of questionable taste and values have been imposed upon us poor laity. 
What seems particularly harsh and indeed dictatorial is that in a pluralistic liturgy that allows 
for “Marihuana” (Greeley) and “Go-Go” Masses, the Tridentine Mass is forbidden, and in a 
pluralistic liturgy that allows for electronic music to be played during High Mass on Pentecost, 
or that shows picture slides during Mass, the hermitical order of Calnaldolese is forbidden to 

14 “ecce ubi est, ubi sapit veritans” Augustine. Confessions, book IV (“Wherever Truth is discerned, there verily 
is He (Christ) to be found).”
	
15 “Everything now is short, clean and brightly modern, and for all the ‘relevance’ morbidly uninteresting”. Ned 

Gorman, Atlantic Monthly.
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sing the office in Latin chant—a practice that they have carried on for centuries and wished to 
retain. I know of a Trappist priest who is in his late sixties, and who has said Mass privately on 
a daily basis for decades—said it for himself and for the world—who is now forbidden to do 
so and can only con-celebrate on his turn in rotation. The net result of this situation is that on 
the one hand, Catholics who cannot stomach the current “dynamic” attitudes are almost forced 
into disobedience and even schism, while, on the other hand, every kind of aberration flour-
ishes in the name of “relevance”. Such for example as the prolific manifestations of “personal 
charisms” rampant among the “Pentecostals”. Let me quote from the New Covenant, a Catholic 
Pentecostal Journal: 

Prophecies began to get out of hand; they were too lengthy and somewhat emo-
tional, they were unreasonably vindictive... but we thought it might be “of the 
Spirit” and did not want to quench it. In time it became evident that something 
was really wrong and in consultation with our bishop, we imposed an obedience 
on all our prophets to cease giving prophecy. 

Characteristic of this “dictatorship of the didaskaloi” is their noisy support for the mani-
festations of “personal charisms” (who can argue with the “Holy Ghost”?)16 while they vocifer-
ously abhore and condemn the “private revelations” of people like Sister Agreda, Sister Jose-
pha Menendez and Anna Catherine Emmerich, people whose private revelations have never 
spoken contrary to the traditional teachings of the Church. Who, may we ask, is in need of 
psychiatric help? 

The New Sacraments 

The new Church has provided its adherents with a whole set of new sacraments. We now have 
the “sacrament of Love” (Kennedy); the “sacrament of the encounter with Christ” (the title of 
one of Schillebeeckx’s books); the “sacrament of Maturity” (Haring), and even the “sacrament 
of divorce” (from a priest in Boston). In former times the Church defined a sacrament as “an 
outward sensible sign instituted by Jesus Christ, to signify and effect by divine grace the santifi-
cation of men” (Davies—Moral and Pastoral Theology). Now the Council of Trent said that “if 
any one shall say there are more or fewer than seven (sacraments)... let him be anathema.” To 
my knowledge there is no official abrogation of this statement. What outward sensible signs do 
most of these new sacraments have? What the new theologians are saying is that anything that 
is a vehicle of grace can be called a sacrament. To give new definitions to traditional concepts is 
only to spread confusion (and the author of con-fusion is known). Take for example sin—it can 
on occasion paradoxically result in grace (O Felix Culpa), but are we to have a “sacrament of 
sin”? Perhaps I can suggest a new one—the “sacrament of Apostasy”! How can maturity ever be 
a sacrament? Maturity can only be the result of grace and never its vehicle. And am I immature 
because I don’t agree with Haring and Kennedy? Who but a saint is really mature? Are we to 
raise the autistic thinking of the modernist to the level of the Eucharist, or are we to have our 
intelligence buried under the debris of meaningless phraseology? 

Love is a Charism? 

Saint Augustine said “Love God and do what you like”, he did not say “Love what you like, 
and that is God”. We have been regaled by Kennedy’s views on “love” and indeed, the word 

16 Is this not Montanism resurrected? 
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is so bandied about by the modern Catholic that one almost cringes when one hears it.17 Now 
to love God, says Schuon in the chapter on Charity in his Stations of Wisdom, does not mean 
to cultivate a sentiment—that is to say, something which we enjoy without knowing whether 
God enjoys it—but rather to eliminate from the soul what prevents God from entering it. It is 
to realize in ourselves that which, by virtue of the analogical correspondences, is conformable 
to the divine Presence. To love one’s neighbour—and it is necessary to love him as an aspect of 
our love of God, and by virtue of God’s love for us—is to place oneself in the other, to abol-
ish the illusory distinction between ‘me’ and ‘you’, just as to love God is at bottom to abolish 
the separation which makes ‘us’ remote from ‘Him’. Love for the neighbour in-directly effects 
this divine Presence in us; when man places himself in the neighbour, God places himself in 
man—to abolish what separates us from the neighbour is to abolish what separates us from 
God. Now to love the world apart from its Creator is to love ephemeral effects outside of their 
immutable Cause. When one loves the Cause, one thereby loves that which makes the effects 
lovable, namely the Cause. To love the effect for itself is to make the effect the Cause and this 
is idolatry. To love God in ourselves is to eliminate all that separates us from the Cause. To love 
God in our neighbour is to treat the latter as we would wish to be treated in his place. Since it 
is impossible that we should do to others as much good as we can do to ourselves—this because 
sanctity is not communicable—it becomes senseless for us to love others more than ourselves. 
To do so is to make of love an empty thing without objective reality, and as such it is bound 
to go astray. This is why the Catholic Encyclopaedia defines love as a” divinely infused habit, 
inclining the human will to cherish God for His own sake above all things, and man for the sake 
of God.” 

Now we must admit that the “anonymous Christian” also loves his neighbour, and we must 
admit that this is an indirect aspect of the love God has for us, for the love of God is manifested 
towards us by His “Goodness”. Moreover, an act of charity has its own intrinsic value and im-
mediate efficacy regardless of the intention behind it. A person who is drowning does not ask 
whether the man who pulls him out believes in God or not. However, the good that an impi-
ous man may do is slight compared with the harm that he does himself as well as others by his 
convictions and by the manner of his actions which express them. Actions that may be good on 
their own level, if their intention is not correct, have about them an ardour of pride or of bit-
terness which kills the soul. Many atheists are charitable only to show—maybe to themselves 
in their heart of hearts—that they are better than God; likewise, many believers do good works 
to make a show of their virtue, if only to themselves, instead of telling themselves that in every 
act of evident merit, it is God who acts in us. “Why do you call me good, only God is good” 

This whole problem of virtue without faith is a favourite theme of modern impiety, and 
with reason, for its aim is to empty religion of its values by demonstrating that these are to be 
found outside it. What modern man does in his love of humanity is to forget what man is; and 
what becomes of man when he is cut off from the Transcendent? To distort the Gospel com-
mandment, as Voltaire does, in saying that the proper love of mankind is man, is to clothe the 
hatred of the supernatural in a sentimentality which is both odious and insolent. 

17 The modern theologian speaks of “love” as if he had discovered something new, or at least as something that 
had been forgotten about. He would do well to read Saint Thomas More’s writings against Tyndale who also 
claimed that he was preaching love—indeed Saint Thomas More went so far as to say, “The heretics disguise their 
evil as love”. 
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The New Reformation 

The modernist makes a constant cry about the need for reformation, despite the word’s strong 
Protestant connotations. He seeks to bring the religion to which he adheres, or thinks he adheres, 
back to its ‘primitive purity’. This he does by rejecting essential elements rather like a man who 
wishing to refer a tree back to its roots, would saw off all its branches and even its trunk. The 
would-be ‘reformer’ whose idea of ‘purity’ is entirely external, and in no wise transcendent, 
fails to perceive that the branches normally and legitimately contain the root and even the seed, 
and that the same sap is to be found throughout the tree, even down to its smallest shoot. In 
his desire to reach the pure religion of Christ, he reminds one of a person who spends his time 
scraping layer after layer of sand from a piece of sandstone, thinking thus to come at the rock 
itself. Thus the modern hue and cry is to forget the antiquated debris of tradition—the Church 
Fathers—and to return to the Gospels themselves, claiming the right and indeed the duty of 
interpreting the Scriptures in a ‘new’ and ‘personalistic’ manner (we were once taught that this 
aspect of ‘encounter’ was Protestantism). Here he runs into a problem. In his desire to be free 
of the rosary, he finds himself up against Paul’s injunction to “pray always”. He finds much in 
Scripture that makes him uncomfortable. After all, Genesis says little of evolution, and if Christ 
described himself as Omega, He also said he was the Alpha. Saint Paul turns out to be a “male 
chauvinist pig” with deep-rooted sexual problems—Quod absit! 

Demythology 

What to do? The modernist has a ready-made answer provided by his Protestant friends. Bon-
hoeffer is the current innovator from whom he derives his inspiration. “Demythologizing” 
is the key word. (The idea is not new, and was used by Tyndale and Renan as well as many 
others). Again we have a whole gamut of possibilities from Rahner who feels that Saint Paul’s 
discussion of the place of woman was to help her accept her unfortunate situation in the rather 
primitive society of Christ’s time, to Evely who has gone so far as to deny the physical virgin-
ity of the Blessed Mother. The absence of guidelines allows each man to make what he will of 
the “encounter” with the Gospel stories, to pick and choose the miracles he finds acceptable, 
“selected and fashioned at pleasure”, as Saint Thomas says. Indeed, it seems, that, to quote Ma-
ritain, the modernist has set out “in search of heroic remedies to enable faith in Jesus Christ to 
survive in a climate essentially incompatible with it. Why be astonished (says Maritain) that so 
many modernists believe they have a mission to save a dying Christianity—their dying Christi-
anity, for the modern world? It is for this goal that, as good soldiers of Christ, they devote them-
selves to such an exhausting work of hermeneutic evacuation”. To ascribe all these tendencies 
to the “Spirit of the Council”, or even to “the spirit of John XXIII”, is another falsity that is 
constantly promulgated. As Maritain says, “we know well to whom to trace the paternity of 
such lies”—but what is the use if “people no longer believe in the devil and the bad angels, nor 
the good ones, since (the angels) are only the ethereal survivors of some Babylonian imagery?” 

Some Conclusions 

Now, if I have been uncharitable towards the modernist, as indeed Pius X was before me, it is 
not because I do not love him, or rather Christ in him. It is because Charity can never contradict 
Truth, any more than the physician can accept the disease as essential to the patient. Unlike 
Teilhard, I do not seek a “new kind of holiness”, but rather to achieve the same “wholeness” 
that the Apostles did. If I do not accept “demytholigization”, it is because I wish to understand 
and not destroy the myth. If I fear the new “encounter with Christ” it is because I fear my 
own subjectivity when it isn‘t tempered with the objectivity that the teaching Magisterium of 
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the Church provides. If I do not buy “desacralization”, it is because I would santify my life. If 
I do not buy the modern “ecumenism”, it is because I love the Truth more than the error in 
my brother. It is not that I do not think the modernist is sincere—but that sincerity is no guar-
antee of Truth. It is not that I think the modernist all wrong, for total error, as Saint Thomas 
teaches, is like total evil, an impossibility. It is simply that the modernist is intellectually con-
fused and that he spreads his heretical confusion with a proselytizing fury that speaks forth 
from the pulpit and in the mouths of many simple and poorly educated priests, and rather than 
scratching the itch in my ears, it burns them. Even more, it is that my children are subjected 
in their immaturity to half-baked sociology and vacuous religiosity in the place of the Catholic 
religion. It is not that I would return to the Church of thirty or fifty years ago—a Church that 
allowed these seeds of heresy to put down roots that now blossom luxuriantly. It is not that I 
would return to mediaeval times. It is rather that I would return to the teachings of the Church 
“quod ubique, quod semper, quod ab omnibus”,18 and to the principles that underlay the life of 
mediaeval Christendom. The fact that Christ changed things in his day does not mean that we 
are meant to change the religion of Christ—those who think so are guilty of an unblushing ar-
rogance. It is not that I am against legitimate change, but only against rampant innovation that 
by its fruits is obviously without inspiration. With T. S. Eliot, I believe that the “Church must 
be forever building, for it is forever decaying from within and attacked from without”, but the 
building of a new Church on the foundations of the old is not what is advocated by these mod-
ernists, rather they would lay down a new foundation to which the old Church can gradually 
be shifted. I do not seek a faith and dogma built upon the shifting sands of time, but the rock 
which is Peter—“ubi Petrus, ibi Ecclesia” as Saint Ambrose said. Unlike Rahner who has tried 
three times to re-write the creed, I can say that I believe in the already formulated creeds of the 
Church, and in the “One True Catholic and Apostolic Faith”. Can the modernist say the same 
thing without qualifying his terms till they have no meaning at all? I sincerely doubt it. No, I am 
afraid that all this new theology is really just a mess of “pottage”—one for which I am unwill-
ing to trade my “birth-right”. It would seem to me that much that this paper contains should 
never have needed to be said, and certainly not by one who is neither priest nor theologian. Let 
me say in my defence that the points of theology raised are neither obscure nor abstruse; had 
they been so one more qualified than myself would have had to raise this protest. They are by 
and large matters of “common sense”. Yet it seems one waits in vain to hear them opposed. It is 
however a mistake not to take these modernists seriously. Their influence has been far greater 
than superficially would appear to be the case. Let me quote from Andrew Greeley’s statistical 
survey of the American Priesthood: 

69 per cent of the bishops and only 45 per cent of the priests agreed that “faith 
means essentially belief in the doctrines of the Catholic Church”, whereas 46 
per cent of the bishops and 69 per cent of the priests would agree that faith is 
“primarily an encounter with God and Jesus Christ rather than an assent to a 
coherent set of defined truths”. 

It would seem, to paraphrase Saint Jerome, that the whole Church groans to find itself 
existentialist. This is the first time that such an overwhelming spectre of error has confronted 
the Church, though indeed if one reviews the history of heresy in the Church, one rapidly sees 
that the great majority of heresies were initiated by the clergy. Yet despite this, many of the 
older Catholic laity find it inconceivable that heresy should be taught by those who are in Holy 

18 “What is believed everywhere, always and by all”—Saint Vincent of Lerens. 
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Orders. Let us recall Christ’s parable of the ten bridesmaids who waited for the coming of the 
Bridegroom. Statistically a full fifty per cent of them allowed the oil of wisdom to run out— 
literally frittered it away—and were not admitted to the wedding feast. No amount of “demy-
thologizing” can allow us to ignore the fear that this story should raise in our hearts. There are 
however a few voices raised in protest. Thus Mother Theresa says with sadness that the modern 
priests are “reading all the wrong books”, and the living Franciscan stigmatist, Brother Gino, 
had this to say: 

Our time is a time of empty words. Real scholars are considered to be asses and, 
asses are considered to be great scholars. The more they bray, the more we be-
lieve them to be scholars... Poor men, I pity them, Oh Lord, preserve my faith, 
and let me not call a donkey doctor. 

Completed on the Feast of Saint Bernadeni of Sienna, 1973. 

I only pass on to others what our Catholic Mother has herself passed on to me. 
If there is any lack of learning in my writing, any obscurity of expression or su-
perficial treatment, you may feel sure that it is in such places I am most original 

Saint Cardinal Bellarmine 
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Some Observations on Indonesian Textiles
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Peter Hobson and Paramita Abdurachman
	

Introduction 

TO PERCEIVE THE relationship between Microcosm, Macrocosm and Metacosm is a sign 
of metaphysical awareness; to project this awareness into daily life through the symbolism of 
architecture, music, drama, rites, modes of behaviour, artifacts and clothing—the total living 
environment—is, in traditional civilizations, its invariable concomitant. But it is perhaps in the 
matter of daily apparel that the quality of a people or civilization can be most immediately and 
surely gauged. This is particularly true of areas where, if only for climatic reasons, the appur-
tenances of life are simple and architecture is less developed, or at least less monumental; or 
where sensibility and tradition militate against large-scale architecture in stone, as, for example, 
the greater part of the Far East, the North America of the Red Indians or most of the world’s 
equatorial regions. 

In that area of South-East Asia which corresponds roughly with modern Indonesia—not, 
however, excluding Malaysia and the Philippine Islands1—an overall ethnic unity has produced, 
against a background of apparent diversity of cultures and religions, a tradition of craftsmanship 
and symbolism in textiles—and hence of apparel—which is remarkably unified and seemingly 
indigenous in inspiration and techniques. 

This is not to say that the art of textiles is the sole manifestation of these people’s spiri-
tuality—their music and drama, to say nothing of the magnificence of the houses built by the 
peoples of Toradja and Minangkabau among others would disprove such an assertion—but 
their textiles are particularly fine and eloquent of a high degree of metaphysical awareness. Un-
til comparatively recently, they were produced by traditional methods for the daily use of ev-
eryone; the symbolism of their manufacture and design was not only understood but also shared 
by each individual in the garments he wore—basically single strips of cloth draped around the 
body—the “sarong”—and this irrespective of whether he were nominally “Animist”, Muslim 
or Hindu.2 

This point is important. Most of the themes of South-East Asian music and drama are 
Indian, notably the great epics of the Mahābharata and the Ramayana, and are recognised as 
such; the same applies to the great monuments of architecture as, for example, Borobudur and 
Prambanan; similarly, the great majority of Indonesians are now Muslims and share consciously 
in the varied traditions of Islam; other areas are Christian. But the basic apparel of the Indone-
sians and the ancient tradition out of which their textiles came, preceded all these and, in a way, 
transcends them, clothing the outward divergences with a unity reflecting the fundamental eth-
nic homogeneity of the entire archipelago. At a particular level, therefore, and one pertaining 
to everyday life, the textiles of Indonesia manifest both the synthesising genius of the race and 

1 For the sake of brevity and convenience we shall use the word “Indonesia” to describe the whole of this area. 
Modern political boundaries do not reflect either cultural or ethnic realities. 
2 The “sarong”, draped around the waist, is the basic Indonesian garment. It has come to be used with other arti-
cles of apparel brought in from outside, for example over the jacket and trousers worn by the Muslims of Sumatra 
and Malaysia, but even in these cases it remains an integral part of formal costume. In the home, the jacket and 
trousers are frequently discarded in favour of the sarong alone—never, until very recently, the other way round. It 
remains the basic item of women’s wear, even in modern dress. 
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a fundamental spirituality which both preceded and absorbed influence from abroad. 
Like Japan, Indonesia is a great storehouse of tradition; the islands of the archipelago lie in 

wait for whatever emerges out of the Asian landmass to the North and West, as if to catch it in 
a net, retaining it and transmuting it. Whatever cultural and spiritual influences have impinged 
on Indonesia from outside—and these include Hinduism, Buddhism, the Chinese Tradition and 
Islam—Indonesia has absorbed them and synthesised them into a cultural amalgam of great 
tolerance and richness. All have made contributions to textile design—to Batik prints in par-
ticular—but the basic concepts and techniques appear to be indigenous. This is indicated by the 
multitude of design motifs of a truly primordial nature, by the use of craft-techniques unknown 
outside Indonesia and of natural materials all found there and, in the case of the more important 
vegetable dyes, not found at all elsewhere. It is perhaps significant that the earliest recorded Ja-
vanese Kingdom (5th Century A.D.) was called Tarumanegara—”Kingdom of the Indigo Plant”. 

It is not possible to describe the origins of textiles in Indonesia, which are lost in the mists 
of time; cloth is perishable, especially in a humid, tropical climate, and the most ancient ex-
amples of the art have not come down to us; only the designs have survived. But we can start 
with a brief consideration of the symbolism of weaving, for this is common to a great number 
of traditions, especially in the East, and is fully reflected in various living customs and taboos 
still associated with the processes of spinning and weaving in Indonesia. 

In brief, a piece of woven cloth represents the fabric of the cosmos. The threads of the warp 
attached to the loom represents the inmutable and predestined elements of Being; the threads 
of the weft, carried by the shuttle backwards and forwards across and between the threads of 
the warp, represent its contingent and variable elements. If the interweaving of a piece of cloth 
represents the Macrocosm, the point at which a single thread of the warp crosses over a single 
thread of the weft is, as it were, a representation of the Metacosm, since the whole fabric de-
rives from that point indefinitely repeated.3 

It follows from this basic symbolism, that textiles in which designs are incorporated into 
the weave itself by a particular arrangement of the threads, and by dyeing the individual threads 
before weaving takes place, are a more complete reflection of the process of cosmic creation 
than those in which a design is later impressed upon the woven fabric. This type of manufac-
ture, generically known as “Ikat weaving”, is in fact a more ancient and “primitive” art than 
that of the perhaps more familiar Batik prints, and is widely diffused throughout Indonesia, 
particularly in those areas outside Java which retain most vigorously the traditions of pre-Hindu 
and pre-Muslim cultures. We shall accordingly deal with it first. 

Ikat Weaving 

The word “Ikat” means “to bind” or “to knot”, and refers to the various methods of arranging 
the threads before dyeing and, finally, weaving. The threads, first mounted on a loom, are tied 
together (Ikat) in groups, following a pre-arranged pattern; certain places in these threads are 
wound with dye-resistant fibre before they are dipped into dye, with the result that the parts so 
protected remain uncoloured. The actual weaving begins only after all the dyeing is completed 
and the pattern outlined. Much time is taken up by the process of binding, dyeing and unbind-
ing, which requires great artistic feeling, precise workmanship and untold patience. Intricate 
Ikat weaves require months or even years to finish. A typical feature is a kind of blurring; the 
designs flow gently into each other. The clarity of the design depends upon the binding which, 

For a fuller exposition of the symbolism of weaving, see The Symbolism of the Cross, by René Guénon, Chap. 
XIV “The Symbolism of Weaving”. 

126 

3 



 

  

 

 

 

 

  
 

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #3 (Summer 1973)
	

if it is tight, produces a distinct design; if it is loose, the pattern becomes hazy and even dream-
like. 

Within the basic techniques described above, three main types of Ikat can be distinguished: 
warp Ikats, weft Ikats and double Ikats. Warp or weft Ikats have the design dyed either in the 
warp or in the weft before weaving; double Ikats are those in which design and colour are ap-
plied to the threads of both the warp and the weft in such a way as to combine, on weaving, 
into intricate patterns. In addition to these, there exist plain weaves, similar to Scottish tartans, 
in which the pattern is formed of intercrossing threads of various colours in simple stripes, or 
intercrossing stripes. Finally, there are many fabrics in which an ornamenting thread, often of 
silver or gold, is put through by needle on the warp (Sungkit). Further elaborations include 
supplementary embroidery and beadwork. 

Because of the metaphysical and psychological analogies between Ikat production and the 
process of cosmic creation (i.e. Macrocosm) and of giving birth or nourishing new life (i.e. Mi-
crocosm), spinning and weaving are traditionally envisaged as female functions, in Indonesia as 
elsewhere. On the other hand, men participate in the dyeing of the thread for reasons which 
are obvious on the analogy of the human process of conception.4 It is for this reason that the 
occasion of dyeing is always one of secrecy and privacy. The total process of Ikat production 
symbolizes the process of creation as a whole, and of human birth in particular; the finished 
product is sanctified by these symbolic concepts. 

Adherence to prescribed patterns symbolizes the dynamic continuity of heredity in the life 
of the tribe or village, and the freedom of design permitted within the prescribed patterns re-
flects the rich individualism which is nevertheless feasible within the bounds of custom (Adat). 
It is for this reason that textiles from a particular area will always have a “family” resemblance 
but will never be quite identical. The weaver, creating from memory and without written de-
sign or example before her, is free to embellish and beautify traditional designs, but is, at the 
same time, inhibited by instinctive sensibility from destroying or abandoning them. It is from 
this, and from the accumulation of techniques over countless generations, that the beauty of 
Ikat derives. 

The finished cloth plays an important role in traditional life and is often made for ceremo-
nial use and not for clothing alone. Ikats are used in particular in rituals, in ceremonies of birth 
and death, initiation into a new life, such as circumcision, the filing of teeth and other puberty 
ceremonies and in marriage, as well as in the various events of agriculture, such as the planting 
of seed and the harvest. 

The sacred nature of these usages complements the sacred nature of the same cloth when 
used for daily apparel; hence also the sacred aspects of its manufacture and the customs and 
taboos associated with it. In detail these differ from island to island, but in all areas not yet in-
fluenced by modern technology, the arts of spinning, dyeing and weaving are still accompanied 
by offerings, meditation and prayers which are deemed essential for success. Incantations are 
made to ensure good results; when the threads are spun and pulled, incense is burned and of-
ferings are made; certain prayers are believed to be efficacious in producing yarn of fine quality; 
meditation is practised before weaving. 

Taboos include the rigorous exclusion of all persons, even within the family, not directly 
concerned with manufacture, and the punishment of those who infringe this, even unwittingly; 
it is forbidden to mention death or the names of dead persons, or of animals; the threads may 

From a cosmological viewpoint, the thread represents the materia prima, and its “vivification” by the process of 
dyeing represents the imposition thereon of form. The collaboration between men and women therefore symbol-
izes the interaction between Purusha and Prakriti, to borrow Hindu terminology 
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not be mounted on the loom except on a day when there is a full moon and a high tide; if death 
is announced in the village, weaving must stop at once, lest the threads lose their strength and 
the weavers fall sick. 

There is a remarkable overall similarity in the design motifs, despite the very broad diffu-
sion of Ikat, and they can be divided broadly into (a) the geometric and (b) the representational. 
There is, of course, a tendancy for these categories to overlap when representational designs 
become stylized to the point of being unrecognizable and when geometric designs become 
elaborated into the semblance of plants and animals. There are, moreover, many designs which 
appear to have no recognizable symbolism at all, but have simply been adopted, rather like 
Scottish tartans, by particular communities and have come thereby to be traditionally associ-
ated with them. In many of these, the colours used depend primarily on the vegetable dyes 
available in each area. In any case, the sacred nature of cloth as such, which is fully reflected in 
the traditional rites and taboos of production, can be said to compensate for obscurities in the 
meaning of many of the traditional motifs, of which a large number may well be “pure” design 
employed not for reasons of symbolism but of sheer beauty, beauty itself being sacred. 

Bearing these reservations in mind, some of the identifiable motifs which are found through 
Indonesia include the following: 

a. Geometrical motifs 

i. straight or intercoursing lines and bands of colour; 

ii. wavy lines (probably representing water patterns); 

iii. elaborations of the cross, representing the directions of space; 

iv. stylizations of the human figure standing in “ancestral” attitudes of worship 
with the hands raised to the level of the head. This is one of the most frequently recur-
ring motifs, in which the degree of stylization varies considerably from the nearly rep-
resentational to a “geometric” backbone, some- times shaped like a lozenge, with arms 
and legs extended from it, and the head detached from the trunk and diamond-shaped. 
This figure is sometimes portrayed sitting; 

v. Stylizations of actual objects, such as stars, sun, moon, plants and, in particu-

lar, symmetrically shaped sea-animals such as crabs, squid etc. 

b. Representational motifs. 

i. various plants, flowers, seeds and fruit; 

ii. animal figures, especially the crocodile, snake, turtle, fish, frogs and crusta-
ceans, and occasional domestic animals such as horses and buffaloes. 

iii. various birds; 

iv. distinctive parts of animals, e.g., the horns of the buffalo; 

v. trees (frequently identifiable as the “tree of life”); 

vi. specific objects having a particular significance for certain communities e.g. 
the “ship” used in fabrics from Lampung, South Sumatra, which are used as shrouds 
and wall hangings in funeral rites, and symbolizes a means of passage for the souls of 

the dead. 
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Batik Prints 

To move from Ikat weaves to Batik prints is to leave a morning world of primordial freshness 
for one of elaborate sophistication, for Batik cloth is associated chiefly with the civilisation 
implanted by the outward extension of Indian cultures, both Hindu and Buddhist, on the na-
tive traditions of Java, Madura and Bali. There are few areas of Indonesia that were not at some 
stage, directly or indirectly, influenced by ideas emanating benevolently from India; but in cer-
tain of these the pre-Hindu traditions remained virtually intact, in others Hinduized Kingdoms 
emerged and have survived to the present day—notably in Bali and Central and East Java—, 
and in others, Islam, coming also by way of India, has subsequently become predominant. In all, 
there has always been in Indonesia a great spiritual plasticity in which different traditional per-
spectives come together, to merge or co-exist. There is little conscious exclusivity or animosity 
as between, say, Islam and Hinduism—at least until recent times and the corrosive influence of 
modern politics—and to determine the pre-dominant cultural colouring of each area is largely 
a question of emphasis and degree. One might summarize the situation by saying that many In-
donesians have an “animist” soul, a Hindu frame of behaviour and an Islamic religious practice. 
This is particularly true of the Batik producing areas of Java and Madura, and is reflected in the 
symbolism and terminology of Batik design motifs. Javanese Muslims see no contradicition in 
wearing Batik cloths incorporating pre-Hindu or Indian symbolism. 

Batik is, however, essentially the art of applying designs to finished cloth, and does not, 
therefore, directly embrace the symbolism of weaving as such. Nevertheless there is an under-
lying awareness that cloth is sacred by its very nature, and although the Batik worker starts not 
with weaving but with finished cloth, often imported from abroad, the splendour and symbolic 
richness of design exceeds that of Ikat in its systematic elaboration. 

The fundamental method of imprinting Batik designs is to dip the cloth repeatedly into 
cold vegetable dyes, covering both sides of the cloth with wax, or other dye-resistant materials, 
in such a way as to restrict the dye to those parts of the cloth taking a particular pattern, in a 
single colour at a time. The process has to be repeated for each colour. This technique is used 
not only in Java but also in other parts of Indonesia, such as the islands of Flores, Halmahera, 
Sulawesi and Irian which were not traditionally subject to foreign influence, and there is every 
reason to believe that it is both ancient and indigenous. The traditional vegetable dyes such as 
those produced from the indigo plant Tarum, and the Mengkudu tree, come partly from areas 
of Indonesia outside the island of Java, notably Sulawesi and Sumbawa. The wax came tradi-
tionally from the islands of Sumatra, Timor and Sumbawa, long famous for their bee-keeping. 
The “pen”, called Tjanting, employed to apply the wax in firm, fine lines, in order to block out 
the elaborate traditional motifs is not found anywhere outside Indonesia. 

The various design motifs described below are now executed in many colours, but the 
Batiks of Surakarta (Solo) and Johjakarta in Java, now regarded as the twin “capitals” of Batik 
and almost certainly the repositories of ancient traditions, rarely use colours other than dark 
brown, blue and white. The white is the “ground” on which the other two colours are placed, 
i.e., the “ether”, the blue and brown represent respectively “heaven” and “earth” or, in Hindu 
terminology, “Purusha” and “Prakriti”, the male and female principles. More ancient designs 
used only blue, which is the colour of contemplation and divinity. 

As in Ikat design, the motifs themselves can be conveniently divided into (a) the geometric 
and (b) the representational. The main geometric motifs include the following: 

(i) Tjeplok: this is a cosmic symbol based on a central point from which radi-
ate sometimes four and sometimes eight directions of space. The original term 
could well be Tjiptaloka meaning “the created world”, though this is specula-
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tive. The geometric motifs combined within typical Tjeplok patterns are ex-
tremely varied and complex consisting of squares, rhombs, circles, stars, etc., 
but the arrangement of the components around a central point from which they 
radiate outwards, in a form reminiscent of a Mandala, is unmistakeable even 
when these components take the form of plants, seeds, flowers and fruit-stones; 

(ii) Bandji: this is a Swastika with the arms moving clockwise. The word “band-
ji”, taken from the Hokkiên dialect of Chinese, means simply the “swastika”. It 
is, in fact, the fourth of the auspicious signs on the foot of Buddha, but is consid-
erably more ancient than Buddhism, being a world-wide symbol of the cosmos 
based on the directions of space; 

(iii) Ganggong: this is frequently regarded as a sub-category of Tjeplok, and in-
deed the spatial symbolism is identical. It is characterized however, by the fact 
that the directions of space are indicated not by separate shapes arranged, as in 
Tueplok, around a central point, but as extension of the centre drawn out into 
long coils like the stamen of a flower; 

(iv) Nitik: this is a variant of Tjeplok in which the design is picked out in dots 
(as the name Nitik, “dotting”, indicates) giving a fragile effect almost like a lace 
pattern. It is possible that Nitik, started out by being actually worked into the 
weave of the cloth; 

(v) Grinsin.: this consists of small circles with dots inside, arranged rather like 
the scales of a fish. Since the circle is regarded, in all symbolism, as being the 
most pefect shape, complete in itself and having neither beginning nor end, it 
is a representation of that stage of Being which precedes spatial and directional 
manifestation. The central dot, or dots, represent latent, divine possibility. Be-
fore inscribing this pattern, the Batik maker is traditionally required to undergo 
a period of silent meditation; 

(vi) Kawung: this motif, consisting of touching or intersecting circles, larger than 
those found in Grinsing, and generally arranged around a central point in the 
manner of Tjeplok is of great antiquity and, because of its particularly sacred 
nature, was forbidden in Jogjakarta to all but the members of the Sultan’s im-
mediate family; 

(vii) Lereng: this is a generic name for a large category of designs moving diago-
nally across the cloth. It is thus quite separate from the cosmic and spatial motifs 
described above which are based, roughly, on the cross or the circle and run 
horizontally and vertically. The general significance of Lereng motifs appears to 
be that of specifically “human intervention” across the cosmic pattern. This is 
particularly true of the various Parang motifs which form the most important 
sub-category of Lereng. 

(vii) Parang: this word appears to mean “sword” or “knife” or, again, possibly 
“war”. In appearance it resembles a line of slanting knife-like ornaments running 
across the cloth in diagonal stripes. If, as we have suggested, the designs based 
on elaboration of the circle or the directions of space are cosmological and have 
a “brahmanical” significance the Parang motif has a functional significance as-
sociated with the administrative and warrior classes, i.e., the Ksatriyas in Hindu-
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Javanese society. It is not surprising, therefore, that there is a large number of 
Parang motifs, many of which were traditionally restricted to the use of mem-
bers of the highest court circles. The size of the Parang and its combination with 
other motifs vary to denote age and rank. 

To turn now to the representational or non-geometric motifs, it would be quite impossible 
to attempt an exhaustive list, for they are innumerable and represent mostly natural objects, 
clouds, mountains, stars, water, plants and animals, frequently highly stylized and often ar-
ranged in the geometrical patterns, referred to above. They thus form a natural complement 
to the metaphysical and spatial symbolism serving, as it were, to fill with mineral, vegetative 
and animal life the abstract worlds designated by the centre, the circle, the directions of space, 
and heaven and earth. As such, the best and most ancient Batik cloths, far from being simply 
beautiful designs to please the eye, are representations of the cosmos both as regards its celestial 
origin and its living content. If many display the vibrant and luxurient profusion which only a 
tropical landscape could inspire, others are marked by a more restrained elegance suggesting the 
sobriety of nature in which the principal design components are water, rain, rock or cloud pat-
terns. The makers of Batik recognize that all natural objects are, in the nature of things, symbols 
of a higher reality, and have used those objects in which this is most tangible as, for example, 
flowers whose petals form a spatial symbolism or seeds, which, when cut open, suggest the 
Grinsing referred to above. 

The most frequent representational designs include the following: 

(a) Semen: a dense profusion of leaves, birds, tendrils, seeds and half-open flow-
ers; these are often combined with animals and insects frequently so highly styl-
ized as to suggest plants rather than animate life, thereby emphasizing the in-
trinsic unity of the living world. They are frequently arranged in the Tueplok 
pattern. 

(b) Alam: a collection of plants, insects, birds and animals arranged fairly sparse-
ly across the cloth. Alam means “the natural world”. 

(c) Lar: a stylized representation of the wings of the mythical eagle Garuda, the 
King of Birds in Hindu mythology and a symbol of divine revelation and creative 
force. Of the three variations, namely Lar proper (a single wing), Mirong (a pair 
of wings) and Sawat (two wings with extended tail feathers), the latter is tradi-
tionally reserved for the use of the highest nobility. 

(d) Naga: a stylized serpent, snake or dragon representing divine energy; 

(e) Siddha motifs: these all incorporate the lotus, a symbol of growth, purity 
and spiritual realization. These motifs, featuring the lotus in various stages of 
growth, are used in specific designs, the half-open lotus for adolescents and the 
full-blown for older people of rank; 

(f ) Merak: the peacock, symbolizing beauty and nobility; 

(g) Peksi or Sawunggaling: the phoenix, symbol of regeneration; 

(h) Wadas: rocks; 

(i) Megamendung: storm-clouds; 
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(j) Udan Liris: fine rain. This diagonal design (Lereng) seems to be apart from 
the others, but its inclusion in the Parang has made it a design reserved for the 
aristocracy; 

(k) Mahameru: the sacred mountain; 

(l) Segara: ocean life, including various kinds of fish and crustaceans, rocks and 
coral; 

(m) Kapal: the ship; 

(n) Singa-Barong: lions guarding the palace gates; 

(o) Taman Arum Suniaraga: “The Perfumed Garden of the Soul at Rest”, a 
stylized garden pattern, probably of Islamic and Hindu inspiration, but also in-
corporating Chinese motifs such as buildings, tables and lamps within a context 
of vegetation and animals. The design has an unworldly and dreamlike quality 
caused by the extreme stylization of both the man-made objects and the animals 
all of which are transfused and transformed to ressemble plants and rocks. 

All of the above motifs, both geometric and representational, are found in specific com-
binations in designs too numerous to mention, each having a specific name and each being 
considered appropriate for particular age-groups, ranks and occasions. One component how-
ever, which is frequently found in many designs of no particular hierarchical significance, — 
frequently in Desa (village) cloth—is the Kepala, which means simply “frontal design”. This 
consists of a striking separate pattern in the centre of the cloth arranged within an enclosed 
oblong running from the top to the bottom somewhat reminiscent of a barred-gate. The bars, 
drawn out in elongated triangles, Tunpals, are alternatively in light and dark colours. The dark 
sections frequently have small stars impressed on them and the light sections stylized birds, 
flowers and insects. They appear to represent the alternations of night and day, a symbolism 
reinforced by their being in facing groups of seven “day and night” sections. The older Kepalas 
were in sections of twelve or five. The former reflect Islamic symbolism, which has seven days 
in the week, and the latter reflects Hindu-Javanese time divisions; the temporal significance 
remained constant. The “gate” is frequently surrounded by stylized Naga designs and the rest 
of the cloth is usually of a luxuriant flower and plant pattern. The whole is therefore symbolic 
both of time, i.e., the alternations of day and night, and of space filled with life, i.e., the world. 

The above remarks do no more than touch the fringes of the subject, and the meaning of 
many frequently recurring motifs is now forgotten, though few are entirely beyond conjecture, 
because of the universal nature of symbols. More recently however, symbolism has been fre-
quently subordinated to mere design, both as regards shapes and colours. This is particularly 
true of those areas, such as Pekalongan on the North Java coast, where Chinese motifs and co-
lours have come to be widely used. On the other hand, these latter have done much to produce 
designs of striking variety and beauty. The same can be said of the influence of Islamic design, 
particularly that originating in Persia and Muslim India, which in its rich elaboration of natural 
forms, particularly of trees, flowers, stamen, tendrils, and leaves, and of many geometric mo-
tifs, has a great deal in common with the concept underlying the pre-Islamic art of Indonesia, 
including that derived from Hindu concepts. This can be verified from a glance at any “Persian” 
carpet, and it needs to be emphasized in order to correct the impression, widely propagated 
by certain scholars, that the impact of Islam was artistically deadening. As regards Batik, the 
reverse is true. 
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Finally, it must be said that even today one will find very few batiks that do not contain 
certain of the ancient symbols, however much these may now be obscured by modern or non-
Indonesian innovations or even, as in many batiks, from Pekalongan for example, by sheer love 
of fantasy and the ebullient elaboration of a multitude of disparate design concepts; meanwhile 
in those great centres of Batik production, where a living tradition has been reinforced by the 
presence of societies strongly attached to their cultural values as a whole, such as Solo, Jogja-
karta, Banjumas, Tjirebon or Indramaju, adherence to rigid cannons of both design and rank, 
has succeeded in preserving intact many batiks containing symbolisms that are both rich and 
precise. 

Conclusion 

The above remarks may have served to illustrate, through the single example of cloth, used for 
both apparel and ritual, the high quality of the spiritual ambience prevalent in the traditional 
societies of Indonesia. Until recently, despite the impact of Westernization through colonial-
ism, it has remained surprisingly intact and inviolate to change. However, this is no longer true. 
Neither Ikat nor Batik can survive for long in societies which no longer practise, or understand, 
the traditions out of which they sprang. The adherence to traditional techniques and designs 
requires nothing less than an adherence to Truth, for it is Truth that both demands and justifies 
dedicated skill, patience, time and loyalty to “ancestral” concepts. All these have been reduced 
by the accelerated application of modern ideas, particularly during the last twenty years. Every 
outside influence that has impinged on Indonesia has enhanced the beauty of its tradition with 
the single exception of Western technology, the results of which have been thoroughly bad. 
Chemical dyes and industrial methods are taking over, not only in Indonesia but notably also in 
Japan, to flood the market-places with garish counterfeits of Batiks and to oust the traditional 
craftsmen from their livelihoods. Genuine Ikats are becoming rare, and are coming to be treated 
not so much as appurtenances of daily life as collectors’ pieces. To see the old fabrics, and even 
many of the newer ones that still carry the old designs, is to catch a glimpse of a vanishing 
paradise. 

One can only note that this decadence is still less pronounced in Indonesia—and particu-
larly in the remoter or more conservative areas—than it is in many parts of the world, or even 
of the Far East, but that trend towards decadence is unmistakeable. 

This is a sad note on which to conclude, not only because of the obsolescence and possible 
loss of craft traditions of great beauty and nobility, but even more because it reflects an acceler-
ating loss of spiritual awareness in the widest sense. To lose Beauty is to lose Truth. 

(Original editorial inclusions that followed the essay:) 

The disciples then inquired if they could engage in worldly duties, in a small 
way, for the benefit of others, and Jetsun said, “If there be not the least self in-
terest attached to such duties, it is permissible. But such (detachment) is indeed 
rare; and works performed for the good of others seldom succeed if not wholly 
freed from self-interest. Even without seeking to benefit others, it is with dif-
ficulty that works done even in one’s own interest (or selfishly) are successful. It 
is as if. a man helplessly drowning were to try to save another man in the same 
predicament. One should not be over-anxious and hasty in setting out to serve 
others before one hath oneself realized Truth in its fullness; to be so, would be 
like the blind leading the blind. 

Milarepa. 
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Hindu Cosmology and Modern Science:
	
Some Remarks
	

by
	
Ian Watson
	

I
	

EVERY PHILOSOPHY, AS a wisdom-system (that is, metaphysic) has a cluster of doctrines 
which in one sense define it. Indian thought, especially Hindu Vedanta, has, not one, but several 
sets of variously related clusters, according to whether the system is expressing itself as episte-
mology, ontology, cosmology, soteriology, anthropology—or whatever. And there are more— 
but these will do. 

A number of these may be familiar, but one or two will likely be strangers. ‘Epistemology’ 
(Logos of Epistemé) is no doubt familiar as “the theory of knowledge”; “ontology” (Logos of 
Ontos), perhaps as the Existentialist-cum-Phenomenologist “study of being” (roughly what 
Aristotelians have wrongly taken “metaphysics” as a whole to be 1); and “anthropology” (Lo-
gos of Anthropos), as “a study of the nature of persons”, usually, though wholly misleading, 
called “philosophical psychology” or “philosophy of mind”. But—”cosmology”? “soteriology”? 
These, unless we are historians of science or theologians, are not terms with which we are very 
likely to be very familiar—leastwise, not as bits or branches of “philosophy”. 

II 

By “cosmology” is meant, the quest for wisdom and truth about the cosmos, as a whole—the 
Logos of Kosmos. This quest relates in some sense to that espoused by modern science. But, 
because of a certain general difference in approach, because, that is, Hindu Vedanta is what I 
will term “principial” and not “materialist-individualist”, it employs different techniques in its 
effort to articulate, and to teach, an adequate understanding of the supposed largely observable 
cosmos. Moreover, it admits different, indeed more areas to count as, authentically, the subject-
matter to be accommodated by any such “understanding”. It includes, for instance, what in 
the West is known derisively as “the Occult” (i.e., “the hidden”)—astrology, palmistry, necro-
mancy, psychomancy, and so on. 

Generally speaking, the intentions of Indian Cosmology and of modern science in the West 
are roughly identical: both seek an explanation, descriptive where possible, of the basics of 
the more or less observable cosmos. But because there exist differences elsewhere in the gen-
eral metaphysics, how these general intentions are carried through differs in kind from one 
approach to the other. For modern science, the quest, on at least many understandings of this 
discipline from within it, is for basic particles, or anyway, components, on the assumption that 
these basics must be—usually “physical”, though, if we accept “psychology”, on some under-
standings occasionally “mental”, stuff somehow, usually, though not necessarily, assumed to be 
observable. Hindu Cosmology is, on the other hand, a quest for basic principles, thought of as 
real, though non-substantial (i.e., non-stuffist, whether the stuff be physical or mental), sources, 
occasions, grounds, or (perhaps best) ultimate explanations of all substantial (or, stuff )—mani-

I have in mind writers like Theophrastus, whose wholly Aristotelian interpretation of Aristotle has been trans-
mitted to us with the title, “Metaphysics”. It is too little recognized that Aristotle himself likely never used the 
word “metaphysics”. 
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festation; this latter being then considered only seemingly or relatively real. 
Indeed, I believe a largely ignored vast importance of Hindu Vedanta is that, if properly 

interpreted, it can offer a viable alternative to modern science as an explanatory-system of the 
ultimate nature of the cosmos. To do this, one vital beginning will be a proper interpretation of 
the doctrine of the gunas, as “principial non-substantial basics”, or, as the name implies, “prin-
cipial properties (or qualities)” which, at a highly ultimate level, determine the behavioural-
tendencies (vasanas) inherent in all subsequent manifestations. Their influence, in other words, 
is wholly responsible for all behaviour, said ‘behaviour’ simply being their manifest expression. 
Put simply, and in Western terms, this doctrine is, at a certain high, though not wholly ultimate 
level, descriptive of the basics explanatory of the behaviour of all things. 

The gunas are, of course, threefold: Sattva, or the Light Principle, whose influence or mani-
fest expression is latent in what, in the West, we would call “the tendency” to behave upward; 
that is, towards the most fulfilling or ultimate expression of the nature of the being in question, 
which, in the case of persons’ 2 will be a conscious realization of one’s person (jivâtma) at its 
best, most wholly developed or fulfilled. Secondly, Tamas, or the Darkness Principle, whose 
influence or manifest expression is latent in the tendency to behave downward, or away from 
this ultimate, or most fulfilling realization: and thirdly, Rajas, or the Light-Darkness Principle, 
whose influence, as manifest expression, results in the vascillation between fulfilling, improv-
ing, or developing movement, and non-fulfilling (or &c) movement, known only too well to us 
all. 

These principial basics are, in other words, advanced as explanatory of all behaviour in 
a way which, in some at least helpful degree, parallels that which in science is meant by (for 
instance), “ultimate particles having velocity and mass, or perhaps velocity only”; or perhaps 
more closely, notions such as “directed energies” or “directed drives”, considered in some way 
to be substantial. Whether, on the other hand, these “principial basics” are ad hoc, or anyway, 
any less ad hoc than these things are in modern science, rests with appropriate investigation. 
And this involves investigating, and therefore entering that “beyond situation”, said to result in 
that appropriately odd experience on the basis of which the Rsis who advance these doctrines 
have done so. I will however not at this point say more about this doctrine: for here is not the 
relevant place. It is after all meant only as an illustration of the more general point that, in or-
der to understand how Hindu Vedanta can offer a viable alternative to modern science as an 
ultimate explanatory-system, it is, in the very beginning, of vital importance to recognize the 
difference between the “principial” approach of the former, and the “substantial” or “stuffast” 
approach of the latter. 

III 

That the ultimate cosmic-bits, or basics, must be “physical stuff”3, as modern science usually 
says, is a simple assumption, to some extent based upon an earlier, epistemological assump-
tion that knowledge can only be of individuals, or particulars, at least in the sense that any 
knowledge-claim is true (or false) in virtue of its application (or not), to, or its being about, 
some individual, or cluster of them. There may be a sense in which a law is “knowledge”: but 
always only because it applies ultimately in some way to a certain cluster of possible or actual 
individuals or particulars. 

To isolate knowledge on the basis of this assumption, and in this way, is of course to isolate 

2  I refer of course to jivatma.
	
3  I here mean to include ‘stuff’ such as ‘magnetic fields’, ‘radio waves’ ; indeed, ‘energy’ generally.
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it usually to sense-organ using perception, or, on occasion, also to what vaguely is called “dis-
cursive reasoning” when, as happens of course very rarely amongst scientists, 4 the possibility of 
a priori knowledge is admitted. 

And if, as Hindu Vedanta does, the above is recognized not merely to be an assumption, but 
also rejected on the grounds that some other approach to knowledge can be advanced which is 
demonstrably prior, in the sense of, more adequate to disclosure of the nature of reality, and 
hence of the explanatory basics in question, then there is virtually no problem whatever in doing 
the switch, and abandoning the model and approach of modern science entirely. “Entirely” as 
ultimate, that is: for the approach would naturally remain a highly useful operational intermedi-
ary. Whilst the methods of modern science may, on this understanding, not give ultimate infor-
mation, they may well furnish most useful information for the ontological level of the subject-
matter of their single manifestation form—that is, for that level at which this subject-matter 
(that of observable and/or thinkable individuals) is real. An understanding of the cosmos, even 
of reality, 5 as if it were “substantially physical” or, as we often say “material”, is clearly of great 
assistance when, as often, we are forced to approach and deal with it as if it were. 

Nonetheless, this possibility of substituting the world-approach, or (perhaps better) reality-
approach of Hindu Vedanta for that of modern science is part of the reason for the contem-
porary interest, among a certain significant Western minority, in this wisdom tradition. For it 
at least offers the prospect of a metaphysically rigorous alternative to one illusion from which 
many consider themselves long since disabused. I speak of the possibility of a materialist-sci-
ence interpreting the cosmos such that good sense can be made of, and an adequate programme 
outlined for, self-development--for, that is, the betterment of persons, and of humanity. 

IV 

But of course—that there is this alternative is one thing: investigating it is wholly another. And, 
speaking finally, whether it is a more adequate approach to the nature of the explanatory ba-
sics of the cosmos than that of modern science will, as above, be wholly determined only by 
engaging in those activities on the basis of which the Rsis who advance it claim it to be so. And 
whilst I will not at this point go into the details of the activities in question, quite as there are 
in science two general ways of examining truth claims, so are there here—doing the activities 
in question (dhyana, &c), quite as one might do science to assess it; and accepting as evidence 
for the suggested truth the fact that certain appropriately revealing consequences follow if one 
does accept, and live in terms of, these claims, so far as they can be applied to one’s living as 
principles in this way. 

What of course happens these days is this: that the findings of modern science are accepted 
by most on spec, that is, on grounds of their being advanced by authorities in the field; whereas, 
the findings of those who claim to present evidence demonstrating the lack of ultimacy about 
science are not accepted at all. And this is no more than sheer bias in favour of one authority 
over another; bias, moreover, which does not stop short of dismissing the findings of the latter 
without in the slightest examining them in ways appropriate at all. No bias could go further— 
and indeed, none these days does. 

4  I naturally exclude the mathematicians—or at least, the “pure” ones.
	
5 By “reality” I mean, either the Ultimate Itself, or, if speaking of the cosmos only, the sum of explanatory basics 

whose more basic explanation is “the Ultimate”, being Its initial, or nearly initial, self-expression.
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Book Reviews
	
MEDITATION. 


by Monks of the Ramakrishna Order
	
(Ramakrishna Vedanta Centre, London, 85p.)
	

This book by the disciples in the line of the great Saint Ramakrishna has its aim to be a practi-
cal guide to the practice of meditation. It discusses preliminary attitudes which encourage a 
contemplative and detached frame of mind and gives suggestions how to overcome various 
habitual resistances and weaknesses and how to marshall one’s strengths. It then goes on to a 
brief exposition of the yogic teaching of Patanjali and indicates meditations and breathing ex-
ercises. Providing a little background in Tantrism, it then gives instructions for awakening the 
Kundalini. The final chapters deal briefly with mantra, vedanta, and the guru. 

Although many of the suggestions contained in this book are good, the whole is seriously 
compromised by its failure to point out the relationship between a spiritual method and its 
irreplaceable context : Revelation and the Tradition which perpetuates it. Since the ultimate 
goal of a spiritual practice is not the attainment of a relative well-being as an antidote to the 
disorder of modern life, but the realization in some degree of Reality or God, the latter can-
not be achieved without following a Way which God Himself has opened. That is to say, it 
is not man, but God who is the Author of the disciplines and practices which are used in the 
different Traditions as a means of spiritual realization : the seers, rishis, avataras, the founders 
of religions, like Christ, Muhammad and the Buddha, who teach these Ways are purely the 
vehicles by which God reveals Himself to men, and not the “discoverers” of these means “in 
a state of superconsciousness” as the authors have written (p. 95), the term “discover” being 
highly inappropriate since the Knowledge or Truth which revealed to these chosen individuals 
is a purely gratuitous gift from God, an act of mercy, and not the fruit of any kind of “research” 
on their part. Equally misleading is the term “chose” in the statement “The Indo-Aryans chose 
the sun as the supreme source of light and life” (p. 103), as if the choice of the sun as a symbol 
of light and life in the Vedic Revelation had anything to do with human options or preferences. 
Coming from Hindus who were born and brought up in India, these ideas, along with others 
such as “Hindu Philosophy,” are truly surprising because they are not traditional ideas at all but 
conceptions borrowed from modern Western rationalistic and materialistic thought which is 
diametrically opposed, not only to Hindu teachings but also to traditional ideas in general. 

The point of view of the authors is in fact not that of orthodox traditional Hinduism but 
rather of a certain modernized Hinduism which does not hesitate to adopt errors of modern 
Western thinking with a view to propogating its teaching among non-Hindus. The prime mover 
in this tendency among the disciples of Ramakrishna (some of whom remained thoroughly or-
thodox) was Vivekananda whom the publisher presents as the spiritual father of the Swamis 
whose teachings are found in this book. No doubt this “modernization” makes it more palat-
able to some Western tastes. On the other hand, the authors, in offering their flowers to non-
Hindus forget that they have cut them off from the soil which produced them. 

The saying of Christ that “No one cometh to the Father except through the Son” or the 
Islamic hadith that “No one can meet God who has not met the Prophet” means not only that 
the divine messenger is the bridge beyond creation but also that the Tradition he establishes is 
the authority that gives efficacy to a spiritual method. It is, moreover, the indispensable frame-
work for that method and the aspirant, protecting and integrating him into the center which 
the Tradition extends into form. 
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The confusion is compounded when the authors say that a “Vedanta teacher … would seek 
to strengthen (the students) in their own Christian or Jewish or Humanist aspirations, if any”. 
(p. 137). Vedanta is the Hindu formulation of metaphysics, and as a particularly clear example 
of the doctrine one can see it being taught to Christians and Jews as a touchstone to the depths 
of their own metaphysics which is itself one and universal. But what possible good could it do 
to teach it to the Humanists, even supposing that they would be genuinely interested, which is 
very unlikely? And why should one wish to strengthen them in their “Humanist aspirations?” 
One can only suppose that the authors of this book are unaware of the real nature of these 
aspirations and the role they have played in bringing about the destruction of the traditional 
civilization of the West at the end of the Middle Ages; their Western education (on the English 
model) has led them to believe that humanists are “good” people and it does not occur to them 
to enquire into the nature of this movement and to see how far this appelation is really merited: 
they overlook the fact that the goodness they may admire in the humanists does not prevent 
these same persons from denying the truths on which every integral civilization rests, thereby 
opening the way to all kinds of prejudices and errors such as we meet with in modern, profane, 
materialistic civilization. 

As by “Vedanta-teacher” a guru is meant, another danger is to be noted, that of a teacher 
guiding disciples outside of his Tradition where the dangers of misinterpretation and confu-
sion must be bridged by an exceptional discrimination and grace. Although the book mentions 
several traditional criteria for spiritual masters it does not go far enough in emphasizing that 
orthodoxy to a Tradition, taken for granted in the cited criteria, is a dependable reference for 
recognizing spiritual teachers in times which produce non-Muslim “sufis”, non-Hindu “yogis”, 
and even non-anything “saints”. Although the authors advise against choosing “free-lance” or 
“independent gurus”, it would have been better to make clear that a spiritual teacher outside 
of a Tradition and a spiritual chain or lineage is not merely dubious but impossible ; an extra-
traditional “guru” is simply a fraud. 

Although reference is made to the need for initiation to practice mantras, it is not brought 
out sufficiently that without initiation mantras are ineffective and that the more esoteric they 
are, the more they are potentially dangerous if misused. Amantra, such as “Thou art That” (Tat 
team asi), even with initiation but without long and in-depth spiritual guidance and the sup-
port of a Tradition is a hazardous undertaking because the sacred cannot be approached just 
“anyhow”. And, although the authors invite the reader to awaken the kundalini as “there is no 
danger in awakening our potential perfection”, (p. 71) this particular procedure is one that has 
always been regarded as a delicate matter and thus only for advanced adepts of marked spiritual 
gifts in surroundings that provide the optimum safe-guards for such a work. 

Of all the methods discussed by the authors the one which is most appropriate, because 
best adapted to present conditions is japa-yoga which, as Swami Bhavyananda rightly says, “oc-
cupies an important place in the Vedantic Tradition as well as in the Yoga system” (p. XVIII). 
Unfortunately the discussion of this method is too brief. 

As all the spiritual Ways are discrimination between the Real and the unreal, and concentra-
tion upon the Real, the method of Japa or invocation, within the framework of a Tradition and 
under the guidance of a spiritual master is that which can be practiced anywhere, at all times, 
by Jnanins as well as Bhaktas thereby bringing all places and all times into the presence of God. 
This is what Shankara affrms when he sings in his Cudgel for Illusion: “Control thy soul, restrain 
the breathing, distinguish the transitory from the True, repeat the holy Name of God, and thus 
calm the agitated mind. To this universal rule apply thyself with all they heart and soul.” 

CYRIL GLASSE. 
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CONFUCIUS. 

by D. Howard Smith
	
(Temple Smith. £3.20).
	

There are those who would challenge the statement that Confucius stands alone as China’s 
greatest gift to mankind and would suggest that he must share his greatness with Lao Tzu and 
Chuang Tzu. Certainly Confucianism is the greatest politico-social influence, but Taoism, re-
sponsible for China’s greatest painting and poetry, is the greatest artistic influence in a people 
who gave the world some of its finest artistic achievements. Taoism was profoundly important 
at the two extremes of the intellectual élite and, in its corrupt form, of the common people. 
Confucianism and Taoism together completed the balanced Chinese temperament. 

This being said, Professor Smith’s book is an excellent exposé of Confucianism, its back-
ground and inheritance, starting from the animistic and chthonic religion of an agricultural 
people and leading up to the time of Confucius when there was already established and consoli-
dated a “vigorous, expanding civilization, possessed of an advanced artistic and ceremonial life”. 

In the introduction the author feels a need to justify the inclusion of Confucius among the 
great religious teachers of the world, since he is usually regarded as an exponent of a purely 
ethical, political, humanistic and agnostic system, by pointing out that Confucianism developed 
religious rituals and beliefs and always contained a deep reverence “towards Heaven and an 
omnipresent spiritual world”. The early kings, and later emperors, received a clear mandate 
from Heaven and were answerable to Heaven for all their actions; thus, the failure of a ruler to 
maintain the Will of Heaven inevitably brought about his overthrow and the establishment of 
a new dynasty. What Heaven bestowed Heaven could take away. The Emperor was the Son of 
Heaven and ruled over a nation based on the concept of the family. The ruling dynasty was it-
self a great family, closely connected by marriage and having a common ancestry. The Emperor 
was the Father of the People and was responsible for their welfare ; he also stood at their head 
in the communal worship of the First Ancestor. 

Confucius inherited and maintained “a pure yet humble faith in the essential rightness of 
the universe, and a full assurance that above man there is a cosmic will which is ever working 
for righteousness and peace…. The fact that Confucius was no metaphysician does not in any 
way invalidate the truth that his reaction to what he believed the universe to be was funda-
mental to his ethics…. That he refused to discuss the question of survival after death and was 
reluctant to talk about T’ien (Heaven), indicates that, like the Buddha, he saw no point in inter-
minable discussion on questions for which there could be no certain answer. This suggests that 
on some points at least Confucius was prepared to live by faith rather than by sight…. He spoke 
of T’ien with profound reverence. He claimed that he prayed to T’ien, enjoyed T’ien’s protec-
tion, and was himself commissioned to his task by T’ien. The Way of Heaven is fundamental 
to Confucius’s ethical thought and system. True his emphasis is on man, but on a man whose 
fundamental nature is recognized and ordained by Heaven”. 

Both the great indigenous Chinese religions started from other than a religious basis; Tao-
ism from the metaphysical and anti-conventional ; Confucianism from the ethico-political and 
conventional: neither had creeds nor dogmas and there could be no theology in either ; both 
taught by example. 

Professor Smith says that the aim of his book is not to attempt a biography of Confucius 
but “to account for the unique and distinctive place given to Confucius as the founder of one 
of the World’s greatest systems of religious and philosophical thought”. The first part of the 
book traces the process “by which a humble scholar and earnest teacher was transformed into 
the Divine Sage … exercising a dominant influence over almost every aspect of life for more 
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than two thousand years”. 
Confucius’s philosophy is that of the good life in every sense, living in accordance with 

righteousness and accepting and appreciating position and wealth if they are consistent with 
right principles. But righteousness comes first and wealth and rank obtained by wrong means 
must be repudiated, in which circumstances the scholar-gentlemen is perfectly prepared to 
accept “coarse food, water to drink, and a bent arm for a pillow”. (Analects 7.15). His ideal of 
righteousness and right conduct is not merely an abstract ethical system, but a quality of life as 
lived by the man who is in accord with jen, transcendental perfection, and who is motivated 
by li, righteousness. “A gentleman, in his dealings with the world, is prejudiced neither for nor 
against, he simply seeks to accord with righteousness.” (Analects 4.10). Confucius is the founder 
of the system which produced the scholar-gentleman who “regardless of heredity and noble 
birth, might hope by effort and scholarship to rise to eminence … it was his teaching and the 
school which he founded that, more than any other single factor, set in motion the revolution-
ary idea that it was men of character and scholarship who formed the true aristocracy”. This 
combination of character and scholarship is of the utmost importance, the one without the 
other leads to imbalance and danger both to the individual and the body politic. The aim of 
study and learning is balance: “To learn and not to think over what one has learnt is useless ; to 
think without learning is dangerous.” (Analects 2.15). The quality of the teacher is all-important 
as example is more potent than precept. Respect is also essential. Of Confucius it was said: 
“Respectful himself ..., he demanded respect from others ; courteous, he was never obsequious; 
dignified and firm, he remained affable. Although at court and all state functions he was punc-
tilious as to his deportment, within the intimate circle of his disciples he was cheerful, relaxed, 
informal, kindly and patient.” 

To balance the somewhat austere intellectualism of his precepts Confucius laid great stress 
on the teaching of music, both as an emotional outlet and as a practice in disciplined co-
ordination in playing and ritual dancing. The scholar-gentleman was no one-sided intellectual : 
physical development and control were developed in archery and charioteering, both sports of 
extreme precision and physical fitness. He was the balanced man, the only type fit to rule or 
teach. 

The Confucian system proved itself to be “superbly efficient in providing a constant stream 
of the most talented and scholarly men for the administration of a vast empire”. Confucian edu-
cation placed the greatest emphasis on moral rectitude. Opportunities were given to promising 
children of poor parents and the highest positions in the government went to those who, re-
gardless of birth or wealth, had attained the state of the scholar through open competition. Such 
a man was the “apex of the social structure”; the examination system was designed to discover 
and select the cream of the gifted men to administer the state under the Emperor. The system 
was based on the Confucian maxim: “To promote the worthy and employ the capable”. With 
the opportunity of rising from the poorest to the highest positions it had also the advantage of 
giving office to those who had risen from the people and understood their needs. These men 
mixed on equal terms as scholar-gentlemen with those from aristocratic families, indeed, their 
social status was higher than any aristocrat who had not been successful in the examinations. 
There were three grades of progression towards the highest positions : (1) Budding Talent ; (2) 
Promoted Scholar ; (3) Ready for Office. The system left no room for the political opportun-
ist, the fanatic, the militant or the one-sided. It was a way of life “which in times of imperial 
greatness brought about a state of peace and prosperity unequalled anywhere else in the world”. 

Central to Confucianism is the Doctrine of the Mean. The balanced man avoids all ex-
tremes and practises moderation in all things : “to go too far is as bad as not going far enough”, 
but “one preserves this balance and goodness of mind only at the price of eternal vigilance”. 
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Professor Smith gives an assessment of the influence of Mencius and other pre-Han scholars 
in the development of Confucius’s political, social and economic teachings and their subsequent 
effect on the government of China and continues with an account of the schools of thought 
responsible for the growth of Confucian-ism and Neo-Confucianism. His deep sympathy with 
Confucius and Confucianist ideals runs through the whole book and makes this exposition of 
Confucian teachings one of sound appraisal and real worth. 

J. C. COOPER. 

Spiritual Contrasts 

HAS THE CATHOLIC CHURCH GONE MAD? 

by John Eppstein.
	
(Tom Stacey. £1.75).
	

THE LORD OF THE DANCE. An Essay in Mysticism. 

by Anthony Duncan.
	
(Helios. £1.50).
	

John Eppstein answers the rhetorical question in his title as he imagines St. Thomas Aquinas 
might have done : “Non proprie dictu, sed secundum quid”,—although sed vexata a spiritibus 
immundis would probably come closer to the Scholastic Doctor’s thought. 

His much needed book gives a lucid and objective survey of the alterations affecting the dif-
ferent sectors of the Catholic Church over the past decade, of the spiritual, intellectual, moral, 
and political vandalism from within that is fast turning this sacred body into an “abomination 
of desolation”. The book’s only blemish is that same flaw which seems to be shared by nearly 
all “integrists”, namely, an undue harshness towards their fellow members, an undue softness 
towards the “foe”, and a blind faith that Paul VI is, as “the prisoner of the Vatican”, somehow 
a victim of the whole sacrilege. 

Thus, Eppstein criticizes defenders of traditional Catholic doctrine and practices as some-
times “injuring their cause by their expression of outraged feelings at the destruction of the old 
Latin Mass, or by their polemical style”. But after all, what is a little polemic for the innovators 
to endure, if one thinks that a few centuries back they would have been burned at the stake 
? Eppstein rightly puts the finger on Teilhard de Chardin as the archvillain of the New Theol-
ogy,—but only after first rendering homage to Teilhard’s “noble” and “lyrical” philosophy and 
his “vision” which recalls the Apocalypse. The Seocnd Vatican Council’s pro-Jewish statement 
collectively absolving Jewry with complicity concerning Christ’s passion is passed over with 
the sole reflection that “after the expected denunciation of this Declaration in the Arab press, 
controversy on this closing of an unhappy chapter died away”. Apparently Eppstein has not 
considered the incongruity of pardoning a people for an act wherein they have never sought 
pardon. As regards the present Pope, the author confuses the man with the institution, backing 
his position with the old adage: qui mange du Pape en meurt. But this presupposes that the man 
in question really holds the keys of St. Peter! As Cardinal Montini, he was known to maintain 
certain views out of line with Catholic orthodoxy; therefore the legitimacy of his election to 
the Papacy is open to doubt. Since then his avowed humanism with its “cult of man”, and his 
democratic/Marxist leanings on the margin of liturgical “reform” all go to corroborate a profile 
of unauthenticity. The “prisoner” argument falls before the evidence adduced in a work like 
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Anthony Rhode’s The Vatican in the Age of the Dictators, 1922-45, where it is made clear that 
what the Pope says goes. 

Eppstein understandably takes refuge like other Catholics in Christ’s promise to remain 
with his Church till the end of time (Mt. XVI. 18); but it should not be forgotten that even 
were the Roman Church to founder definitively, there would still be left the Eastern Churches, 
for example. 

The author for the best of reasons does not concur with John XXIII that the Vatican Coun-
cil was inspired by the Holy Ghost, seeing it rather as “an act of monumental imprudence”. 
And although Paul VI was confronted with its after-math, Eppstein does not absolve his pon-
tificat of responsibility for bungling matters in both the diplomatic and liturgical fields. 

“The first and most important mark of the Church of Christ is holiness”, writes Eppstein 
in conclusion. “It is a mark which today is much beclouded. Charity and justice indeed are the 
adjuncts of sanctity, but so, in this boisterous world, are reverence, awe, humility, and quiet in 
the contemplation of divine mysteries. These, and not the reorganisation of human society are 
what at its best the Catholic Church has offered to humanity in past centuries, and it is these 
intangible qualities and virtues which at all costs must be restored and preserved.” 

* * * 

Corruptio optimi pessima: the very defilement of the Catholic Church leaves Anglicanism by 
comparison looking relatively untarnished; at all events through the law of compensation spiri-
tual phenomena are bound exceptionally to manifest in unexpected quarters. Already in the 
early twenties appeared two books of consequential and marked spirituality, The Prodigal Re-
turns and The Golden Fountain, both authored by an anonymous lady who though raised in the 
Church of England would have turned for help in the contemplative life to Catholicism had her 
solicitations not been spurned by a reaction of incredulity. 

Now comes another modest book (of 109 pages) in somewhat the same “intangible” yet 
charged vein, though with its own vision, The Lord of the Dance, by Anthony Duncan, vicar of 
Highnam, Gloucester. Basil Wilby, his publisher, is to be complimented for spotting this work 
: “I publish this book as something of an act of faith. It is not the kind of work that commends 
itself to any publisher aiming to make a profit from his publishing”. But he felt that he had 
here “a book of hidden power”. “Whatever its origin—and the author says it virtually wrote 
itself—whoever opens his heart and mind to it may, by the grace of God, never be quite the 
same again !” 

It is made up of five chapters divided into ten small sections each: The Great Dance, Light, 
Contemplation, The Silence of Heaven, and I AM the Mind of All; this last chapter is at first sight 
disconcerting because audaciously presented as the Divinity speaking : that the author manages 
nevertheless a consummation here without discordancy can only be explained by recourse to 
the word inspiration. 

Particularly rare in these times is a writing which gladdens the heart and calls the soul to 
profundity and transcendence. It is refreshing to be in the presence of someone whose language 
is of angels, archetypes, and the communion of saints. The whole universe throughout eternity 
moves to the sound and rhythm of a great cosmic dance, and man alone through his fall has 
lost the measure, and because he is God’s priest to all creation, the lower orders depend on his 
redemption to participate fully again in the Great Dance. Man himself is reconsecrated for this 
Dance through the Bread and Wine of the Eucharist, wherein he rejoins the Lord of the Dance 
who is the Light of the Universe, and rejoices with the Angels, the creatures of light—a pattern 
repeated in “each and every tradition among men”. The Universe is made of light, but the fallen 
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angel and his creatures have obscured this light from man, and in these last days knowing that 
the final doom fast approaches, they “strive for a foothold with increasing desperation”. “The 
Dance and its music are one”, but mortal man hears only noise. “He is unable to hear silence”. 
It is through Contemplation that man can regain the innocence of childhood and hear once 
more the celestial music : “the primary duty of mortal man is to seek the knowledge of God.” 

Fear the end, O Man! but fear me not…. Fear what shall be ; then fear it 
not. Rejoice!.... In me there is no death, for I have died and conquered death. 
Look on me and Live.... 

What shall I find when I come, O Man? Shall I find you faithful? I will that 
you be faithful. It goes hard with him whom I find unfaithful! I do not judge ; he 
is his own judge, and a harsh judge he is. 

In the chapter on Contemplation the author brings in the use of symbols, and he even 
describes certain meditation techniques which certainly should not be applied at random ; he 
warns moreover that used unworthily they “will end in madness and destruction”. The only 
minor criticism to offer is that the word “man” is inconsistently capitalized or the reverse ; also, 
that the occasional use of the term “subconscious” is misleading without explanation. 

Potential readers should not be put off by the atrociously though naïvely baroque jacket il-
lustration. Happily this is compensated by charming mediaeval-style block prints placed before 
each chapter. 

WHITALL N. PERRY. 

LE YOGA TANTRIQUE (SA METAPHYSIQUE SES PRATIQUES.) 
by Julius Evola, translated into French by Madame Robinet, 

published by Librairie Arthème Fayard. 

Published in the series “Documents spirituels”, the book deals with the metaphysics and prac-
tices of Tantric Yoga, beginning with a sketch of the origins of Tantrism and an assessment of its 
significance, especially for man at this stage of the “dark age” when, standing at the crossroads, 
it is becoming imperative for him to rediscover and re-evaluate the spiritual realities. 

This authentic study, by a well-known and traditional scholar, offers the necessary antidote 
to the excessive objectivity and abstractedness of modern thinking and Introduces the reader to 
a rigorous exactness of thought. 

Ignoring the popular forms of Tantrism as pertaining to the domain of ethnology, the study 
concentrates on the spiritual and inner significance of the “Left Hand Path’ which stands in 
contradistinction to the contemplative orientation of the Vedanta. Different ways correspond 
to different needs, but Tantrism is the science of the whole man and is a synthesis of the physi-
cal, mental, spiritual and cosmic forces. Dr. Evola particularly stresses this point and demolishes 
the notion that Tantrism may be used in psycho-analysis for the cure of the split personality, 
or the neurotic, by stating unequivocally that Tantric Yoga is only for the wholly sane, properly 
centred and integrated man. He also reiterates the endless warnings, given in tantric texts, of 
the difficulties and dangers of the way and of the risks inherent in the forces aroused and used. 
He quotes the well-known simile of the serpent which, climbing a bamboo after its prey, must 
retain a constant grip if it is not to slip and crash to the very bottom of the tree. The tantric path 
is also likened to walking on a sword edge or riding a wild tiger. But it is also the way of “utili-
zation of obstacles as a support on the path”. All that occurs in life, even if it should appear in 
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the guise of a hindrance, can serve as a support; all passional forces are absorbed and integrated 
and the body, far from being an enemy, holds a particular position as the temple of God, of 
Siva under his aspect of pure being, not only this but “all the divinities are enclosed here in the 
body”; also through the body the relationship is established between the macrocosm and the 
microcosm. The gradations of its elements and powers indicate and symbolise the stages on the 
way to enlightenment. 

The author maintains that, though Tantric Yoga is one of the most ancient traditions of 
Asia, it anticipates the state of the present age of dissolution, the kali-yuga, and is eminently 
suited to its needs. There is, however, a difference : in other times it was a secret tradition, 
limited to the few, on account of the dangers it presented and its original form is not for the 
modern occidental world, yet, within the limits of a specifically initiatic and yogic tradition, it 
is of value in con-fronting the problems of this age and offers a new and valid answer to those 
problems ; in this age of the primitive and obsessive debasement of sex and the physical body, 
it is appropriate to consider its transcendent possibilities and potentialities as the dwelling place 
of divinity. 

J. C. COOPER 

JAPANESE RELIGION. 

(Kodansha International Ltd. $10. Allen and Unwin. £4.80).
	

Published as a Survey by the Agency for Cultural Affairs, the book consists of a collection of 
essays by nine different contributors who cover such subjects as Folk Religion; Confucianism; 
Buddhism; Christianity; New Religious Movements and Other Religious Groups. It is as the 
preface says, “a survey of the major religious organizations with particular reference to their 
present circumstances, and a presentation of statistical and other essential data’. It has been 
prepared for those who are interested in both Japanese religions, the light they throw upon 
the nation’s values, and the people of Japan. It is also intended to promote “cultural exchange 
between East and West”. 

The book is divided into three parts. Part 1 deals with the various religions, Part II is con-
cerned with the present situation of Japan’s religious organizations, while Part III presents rel-
evant statistical data. There is also a useful chronological table at the front. 

The multiplicity and complexity of the religions and their situation in Japan is demon-
strated by the fact that, although religion appears to suffer rejection in the modern urban and 
industrial world, the total number of people officially attached to religious bodies exceeds the 
total population! 

Japan’s geographical and historical isolation prevented military and cultural invasion but al-
lowed of cultural influences reaching her from China, so that Confucianism and Buddhism met 
the indigenous Shinto which was not originally a fully organized tradition and had no system 
of ethics or philosophy. The imported religions had a profound influence on Shinto in giving it 
new concepts and values, while it, in turn, became a cultural matrix, accepting, assimilating and 
transforming these influences and giving birth to an offspring of both cultures, yet something 
specifically Japanese. 

Buddhism, with its world-denial, meeting Shinto, with its world-affirmation, was not at 
first understood, but, under the influence of Prince Shotoku, the first to come to a real under-
standing of Buddhism, and with the addition of an element of Confucian-Legalist morality, 
there evolved a Japanese form of Buddhism in which Buddhist transcendentalism and Shinto 
secularism were combined. This spread rapidly, first to the educated classes, then to the masses. 
Various syncretistic sects also arose from this fusion. Yoshida Shinto maintained that “Buddhism 
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may be the flower and fruit of all principles of order (Sanskrit, dharma) in the universe, and 
Confucianism their branches and foliage, but Shinto is their root and trunk”. Although, later, 
attempts were made to separate Shinto and Buddhism they remained in a harmonious partner-
ship and even in modern times many house-holds keep both a Shinto and Buddhist shrine. 

Confucianism, however, based on this-world principles, blended more smoothly with Shin-
to values and played a significant role in establishing a centralized legal state and providing it 
with a rationalized and ethical framework. Both Confucianism and Buddhism modified, and 
were modified by, the native Shinto until something distinctively Japanese emerged. 

Christianity was a late-corner to Japan. Catholicism was imported in the sixteenth century 
and Protestantism in the nineteenth and, although totally foreign in approach, made more head-
way than in other asiatic countries. It was suppressed at times, since it jeopardised the absolute 
loyalty due to Emperior and State. Today it represents less than one per cent of the population. 

Modern industrialization and urbanization, cutting people off from their traditional roots, 
have produced both a falling-off from traditional religions and a proliferation of new religions 
and cults. 

A notable and strange omission from the book is the lack of any reference to Taoism as an 
early influence on, and fusion with, Buddhism in the birth of Ch’an, later Zen, Buddhism, with 
its influence on Chinese, and hence Japanese, religion and religious art. 

The book is an excellent manual of introduction to the religions of Japan. 
J. C. COOPER. 

KOGOSHUI. Gleanings from Ancient Stories. 

Genchi Kato and Hikoshiro.
	

(Curzon Press, Barnes and Noble Books, New York).
	

Originally published in Tokyo in 1923 in the Records of Asian History series, a third edition 
has been produced of the Kogoshui, an historical book of old Japan, together with some brief 
introductory remarks and an ample supply of critical notes. The Kogoshui is primarily a protest 
written by a member of one of the three families, who originally guarded the rites of Shinto, 
against another family encroaching upon their preserves. Although the work, written about the 
year 807 AD was motivated largely by a spirit of rivalry and jealousy, it is a valuable source of 
understanding of the Shinto background, rites and beliefs. The treatise was also written “in a 
conservative spirit against the then overwhelming influence of Chinese culture”. 

The first part of the book is devoted to the “gleanings from ancient stories” and the second 
part to valuable critical notes. As the cover advertisement says, this classic work provides the 
necessary material for the study and appreciation of the tenets and practices of Shinto and is an 
indispensable source of research into Japanese history. 

J. C. COOPER. 

Five Syncretist Books 

MANDALA. 

by José and Miriam Argûelles, with a Foreword by Chögyam Trungpa
	

(Shambala Publications. £2.25).
	

THE SECRET OF THE GOLDEN FLOWER. A Chinese Book of Life.
 Translated and explained by Richard Wilhelm, with a Foreword and Commentary by C. G. 
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Jung, translated from the German by Cary F. Baynes.
	
(Routledge and Kegan Paul. £1.00).
	

THE PSYCHOLOGY OF RELIGIOUS MYSTICISM. 

by James H. Leuba.
	

(Routledge and Kegan Paul. £4.00).
	

THE TANTRIC VIEW OF LIFE. 

by Herbert V. Guenther.
	

(Shambala Publications. £3.75).
	

THE PHILOSOPHIC IMPULSE: A CONTEMPORARY INTRODUCTION.

 by Fred J. Abbate.
	

(Wadsworth Publishing Company. Price not listed).
	

If you cannot eliminate the opponent, appropriate him to your ends. 

This could serve as a device for the five works under review, all of which in differing modes 
exploit traditional material out of context, by citing authorities in a way alien to their original 
intention, or by admixing the true with the false, or—which comes to the same—by relativ-
izing everything to the level of psychology, opinion, and becoming. 

Mandala offers a clinical example of confusion between the psychical (individual) and 
spiritual (universal) planes of reality. On the front cover is a splendid colour reproduction of 
a Tibetan tanka, the Mandala of Yamantaka ; while the back cover portrays the Mandala of 
Nuclear Light, by Miriam Arguelles—which looks for all the world like the fruits of a del-
eterious encounter with drugs. The textual contents are just as indiscriminate: Lao Tzu and 
Plotinus are thrown in with Jung and Ouspensky ; and Coomaraswamy, Titus Burckhardt, 
Abu Bakr Siraj ad-Din, Joseph Epes Brown, John Neihardt, David Villasefior, and Reginald and 
Gladys Laubin make strange bedfellows—to say the least—with the likes of Timothy Leary, 
Idries Shah, Teilhard de Chardin, Sri Aurobindo, and Alan Watts. The teachings belong to the 
New Consciousness school, or what the authors tellingly term “collective individuation”, and 
include—inevitably—a cosmology (accumulating symbols drawn extensively from traditional 
sources), and a “ritual” for expanding the consciousness. The reader of visual discernment will 
perceive that the several colour plates and the designs filling out the pages are predominantly 
de-formations of traditional imagery, with an added dimension of phantasy that can only be 
called grotesque or hideous. 

The word “mandala” may work magic with some people, but before being seduced, one 
should recall that true Tibetan mandalas—in line with all sacred art—are formal in structure 
and universal in content, with the dynamic elements harmoniously subordinated to a static 
essence—a conception repugnant to the evolutionist authors, who unabashedly cite Ouspensky 
in favour of a religion which eternally evolves. Jung himself admits in the Golden Flower that 
“no European mandalas known to me (I have a fairly large collection) achieve the conventional-
ly and traditionally established harmony and perfection of the Eastern mandala”. Any individual 
with a passion for creating “mandalas” would do well to expend it on a kaleidoscope, where the 
results are at least kalos, and the soul is not committed to unseen powers. 

If visual discernment is needed, intellectual discernment is even more crucial. So far from 
providing a nihil obstat, the Foreword by Chögyam Trungpa simply betrays his disqualification 
as a spokesman for Tibetan doctrine. 
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* * *
	

Wilhelm and Jung’s presentation of the Chinese Book of Life, like a perennially flowering chest-
nut, has burgeoned through successive reprints and editions1 ever since it first appeared in 1931. 
This Flower had best been kept secret within the walls of the Taoist monastery where it was 
originally planted in the eighth century A.D., for it has turned in the hands of the incompetent 
to a rank weed. 

The T’ai i Chin Hua Tsung Chih is attributed to Lü Yen, a Taoist immortal who drew much 
upon Buddhism. The text teaches how the hun, or yang principle (translated as “animus”) is 
to dominate alchemically the p’o, or yin principle (translated as “anima”). The whole theme 
concerns the interiorization of the human soul’s faculties : with the ordinary man the hun is 
depleted on the allurement of outward phenomena, due to his incapacity to master the p’o, 
until he is delivered into the kingdom of death ; whereas the True Man subordinates the p’o to 
the hun through what in inimitable Chinese imagery is called “the backward-flowing method”. 
“Longevity” is the state arrived at when the faculties are ultimately transformed and fixed in 
an inner equilibrium,—the Chinese even have another title for the book : The Art of Prolonging 
Human Life (Ch’ang Sheng Shu). The Elixir of Life (Chin-tan) is thus obtained, and one realizes 
the immortal light symbolized as the Golden Flower. 

The book’s high point is its stumbling block. The techniques for meditation given are very 
lucid and explicit, and no doubt extremely efficacious when practised in the orthodox ambi-
ence of a Taoist monastery under a qualified master’s guidance. The jiggery-pokery begins when 
the book falls into the hands of do-it-yourself enthusiasts; and Jung’s carte blanche—even ac-
knowledged in the standing joke, “What is Chinese philosophy?” “Well, there is yin, and yang, 
and then there is Jung”—relegating the whole to the psychological plane has promoted the 
work’s popularity and nothing else. Actually, his exposition seems a bit “dated” and banal; it 
conjures up the image of a rather starchy old burgher, cane and Baedeker in hand, confronting 
a tanka in the Rietberg Museum. 

The final word is to be had in the legendary Taoist Book of the Elixir. It says : “When the 
right man makes use of the wrong means, the wrong means work in the right way. But if the 
wrong man uses the right means, the right means work in the wrong way.” 

* * * 

Aldous Huxley, one perceives, was not the first to open the gates of heaven and hell : already 
by 1925 James Leuba had thoroughly pioneered the field of drug mysticism ; and the editors no 
doubt aspire with this reprint to get his work onto the New Religion bandwagon, since it also 
contains everything one would want to know about the psychological ramifications of yoga, 
Christian sex impulses, hysteria, neurasthenia, ecstasy, and trance-consciousness,—relating the 
whole to a psychotherapy pertinent for our age. “The hope of humanity lies in a collaboration 
of religious idealism with science—the former providing the ideal to be attained, and the latter, 
so far as it can, the physical and the psychological means and methods of achievement.” The 
hope of the reader, in turn, lies in not associating his hope with the hope expressed above for 
humanity. 

Professor Guenther’s book presents what a Hindu might call a tamasic view of life. Although 

 The newest edition contains supplementary material hitherto unpublished. 
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the author limits his work to Tibetan texts, he should know from his years in India that tantra 
is something more than a kind of ataraxia. When the tantrists proclaim that samsara is nirvana, 
he grossly believes it literally ; and he makes Plato the scapegoat for the West’s “predominantly 
mechanical and theistically nomothetic” dualism, whereas in fact Plato also had the doctrine 
of the indivisible unity of being (e.g., Philebus, 16 C; Parmenides, 128 et passim; Sophist, 244, 
251; Statesman, 285 B). “Plato removed first the soul out of the material world and changed the 
latter from being a divine whole to a realm of evil... . Spirituality becomes synonymous with 
hostility towards the world and contempt for all mundane ties.” Hostility and contempt polar-
ize into asceticism and libertinism : “The one repudiates the body by non-use, abstention, the 
other by indulgence, over-use.... The devaluation of the body and the rejection of the world 
as exemplified by asceticism and libertinism, reaches its climax in the idea of transcendence.” 
Transcendence is defined as that which “makes nihilism and nothingness palatable” ; and this is 
perhaps why this “scholar” shuns Hindu tantrism—dominated in his view by “dualistic” Sâm-
khya—since he considers “the Hinduist Âtman ... an impossibility” and belief in it “arrogance”. 
Guenther inexplicably imagines that “libertinism has always remained the priviledge and the 
prerogative of the ‘elect’, the pneumatics (spiritual ones)”. But it is on the ascetics that he vents 
his spleen : “Although not all ascetics are psychopaths and lustful perverts, many have been and 
now still shine in the galaxy of saints”. 

“It is my conviction that Tantrism in its Buddhist form is of the utmost importance for the 
inner life of man and so for the future of mankind”. What, then, is tantra’s duality-resolving 
formula ? “A really thoroughgoing spiritual materialism”—to borrow the expression from New 
Religionist Alan Watts. Says Guenther : “Man is his body.” “The meaning of life is in living it.” 
“Only those who break away from traditional patterns have the chance of finding new ways 
of life”. To the charge that orgies are not unknown in tantrism, the author replies that “Chris-
tianity which advocates the impotence of man … celebrated orgies of persecution and exter-
mination of those who showed any regard for life in any form”, whereas tantra’s vision “to see 
oneself as a god is to be aware of one’s existence as valuable and as good”. And it is here that 
the author unwittingly puts his finger on the real danger of exposing tantra to the unqualified, 
namely, the spiritual debauchery that results from mistaking the samsara (microcosmically the 
ego) for nirvana (Âtma). 

The copious translations of Tibetan texts—whatever their merit as scholarship—are de-
formed and vitiated by the apocryphal interpretations of the translator, which read like a page 
from Krishnamurti’s book. The volume is illustrated with the rather decadent temple sculp-
tures of Nâgârjunakoiada, and with a number of tankas in the author’s collection which are 
traditional in form, if somewhat superficial and cold in execution. 

* * * 

The title of Fred J. Abbate’s painstaking assemblage is aptly chosen, since it is little more than 
an impulse towards philosophy—in the way that a newspaper editorial, for example, can be 
said to “philosophize” over such issues as capital punishment, free enterprise, or civil disobe-
dience; if this anthology—an unintentional monument to man’s ignorance—even enters the 
syncretist category, it is because Plato, Aristotle, Anselm and a few other sages are thrown in 
for their prestige value, where they stand out as incongruously as a delegation of roshis at an au-
thors’ forum—among the likes of Camus, Jung, Russell, James, Marcuse, Kierkegaard, and their 
lesser shadows. It is’ not that this 550 page volume lacks entries from intelligent contemporaries 
(men like Paul Weiss, Emile Durkheim, F. A. Hayek, Lord Justice Patrick Devlin), but their 
views are hamstrung through juxtaposition with an abundance of trivia. “I have tried to main-
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tain neutrality,” says the author, “but still ... to produce a book that will stimulate argument.” 
A better formula would have been to maintain an objectivity that would stimulate intelligence. 

WHITALL N. PERRY. 
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Current Events
	
PENGUIN METAPHYSICAL LIBRARY 

Penguin Books Inc., of the United States, has commenced publishing a new series of books enti-
tled the Penguin Metaphysical Library, under the general editorship of Professor Jacob Needle-
man, author of The New Religions. A number of important titles have already appeared, includ-
ing The Reign of Quantity, by René Guénon, Understanding Islam, by Frithjof Schuon, Alchemy, 
by Titus Burckhardt, The Sacred Pipe, by Joseph Epes Brown, and The Universal Meaning of the 
Kabbalah by Leo Schaya. 

Early in the New Year an anthology of articles from Studies in Comparative Religion will 
be published, which will include a number of contributions no longer available in back issues. 
The contents of this anthology, The Sword of Gnosis, will be as follows : Six articles by Frithjof 
Schuon, viz, The Human Margin, Keys to the Bible, No Activity Without Truth, Understanding 
and Believing, On the Margin of Liturgical Improvisations and Remarks on the Enigma of the 
Koan. Four articles by René Guénon: Oriental Metaphysics, Hermes, The Language of the Birds 
and Rites and Symbols. Three articles by Titus Burckhardt : Arab or Islamic Art, Perennial Val-
ues in Islamic Art, and all three parts of Cosmology and Modern Science. Six articles by Marco 
Pallis: Is there a Problem of Evil? The Catholic Church in Crisis, Is there Room for “Grace” in 
Buddhism?, Living One’s Karma, The Veil of the Temple and Discovering the Interior Life. Four 
articles by Martin Lings: Old Lithuanian Songs, The Seven Deadly Sins, The Signs of the Times 
and The Spiritual Function of Civilization, by Abu Bakr Siraj ad-Din. Two articles by Seyyed 
Hossein Nasr : Who Is Man ? and The Influence of Sufism on Traditional Persian Music. The book 
will also include The Meaning of the Temple, by Leo Schaya and The Sword of the Spirit, by D. 
M. Deed, together with an introduction by Professor Needleman. 

THE WORLD OF ISLAM FESTIVAL TRUST 

The World of Islam Festival promises to become the most important cultural event devoted to 
Muslim civilization ever to have been held in the Western World. It is planned to hold the Fes-
tival in London during the months of April, May and June 1976. The Festival will be organised 
by the World of Islam Festival Trust in association with leading British Institutions and cultural 
organizations, and will take two and a half years of intensive preparations by a skilled team of 
scholars and experts, which will include Titus Burckhardt, Dr. Martin Lings and Professor Hos-
sein Nasr. 

The Festival Director is Paul Keeler and others playing leading parts include Alistair Dun-
can, Steven Cross and Dr. James Dickie. The Trustees are, Sir Harold Beeley, K.C.M.G., C.B.E. 
(chairman), Lord Caradon, P.C., G.C.M.G., C.M.G., K.C.V.O., O.B.E., F., Clive-Ross, J.P., J. B. 
Knight-Smith, Rt. Hon. Sir Anthony Nutting, Bt., and Sir John Richmond, K.C.M.G. The Trust-
ees and the Festival recently suffered a sad loss in the sudden death of the Raja of Mahmudabad, 
the vice-chairman, and Director of the Islamic Cultural Centre, London, who had taken a keen 
and personal interest in the project since its inception. 
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The Double Pitfall
	
by 


Frithjof Schuon
	

THERE IS IN the fallen nature of man a double infirmity and, spiritually speaking, a double ob-
stacle; and this is on the one hand passion, which draws man outside himself while at the same 
time compressing him, and on the other hand pride, which shuts man within himself, while at 
the same time dispersing him. Passion discloses itself by attachment, and pride by ambition; the 
latter, even when it has a spiritual context, is none the less worldly for that, unless one gives to 
the word ambition—as is sometimes done—a transposed and neutral meaning. In an analogous 
way, if one understands by the word passion a force which in itself is neutral and of potential 
value, one can evidently speak of holy passions, or passions sanctified by their object, but it 
is obviously not this conversion of a natural energy that is in question when we speak here of 
infirmities or obstacles. It must be pointed out in this connection that pride does not admit of 
such a conversion; it can only be destroyed or dissolved, the first term indicating a privative or 
penitential ascesis and the second an alchemy of love able to “melt hearts”, according to the 
degrees or modes of hardness. It is true that one can sometimes speak of “legitimate pride”, but 
this is situated on an inoffensive plane that has nothing to do with vice or sin. 

Passion, as it is to be understood here, is to prefer the world to God; pride is to prefer one’s 
self to God, or, metaphysically speaking, to prefer sensory consciousness to the immanent 
Self. Or again, to paraphrase the words of a saint: passion is to flee from God; pride is to rise 
up against Him. One may say in consequence that to prefer the world—in the form of some 
thing—to truth or to good, is passion; to prefer one’s self—in the form of some vanity—to truth 
or to good, is pride; for truth, or good, is the trace of God and represents God. 

Passion expresses itself not only by attachment, but also, and in a more pernicious way, by 
insatiability. Pride expresses itself not only by ambition it is yet more vicious when it takes the 
form of obstinacy. And this shows that the two vices necessarily intermingle: obstinate passion 
does not go without a measure of pride; insatiable pride does not go without a measure of pas-
sion. The man who is without any pride will also be without passion, and he who is wholly 
without passion will also be without pride. 

The prideful man may have all the virtues, even some humility, but he arrogates them to 
his person and thus illusorily cuts them off from God, thereby taking away all their intrinsic 
value and profound efficacy; which means that the virtues of the prideful man are as it were 
deprived of their content. As for the humble man, he well knows that the virtues belong to him 
on loan, just as light belongs in a certain way to the water which reflects it, but he never loses 
sight of the fact that he is not the author of his virtues—any more than the water is the source 
of the light—and that the finest virtues are nothing apart from God. Inversely, even if one tries 
to separate them from God in order to appropriate them to oneself, whatever value they may 
retain still belongs to God. 

A man may have a sincere desire for humility—thus of objectivity towards himself—and 
may realize thereby a mode of true humility, but at the same time will not brook any humili-
ation even if merited or innocuous; in this case his humility is compromised to a greater or 
lesser extent by an element of pride, which will also manifest itself by a certain propensity to 
humiliate others, even if it be only in underestimating them and in interpreting unfavourably 
something susceptible of a favourable interpretation. That a mixture of humility and pride can 
exist proves that pride, like passion, comprises degrees: in fact it is necessary to distinguish be-
tween a vice which is in the very substance of a man and another which is only an accident; the 
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accidental is capable of being remedied, the substantial is not. 
We have just seen that a criterion of pride—of a pride which is perhaps only accidental 

and not fundamental—is the propensity to brook no humiliations while readily inflicting them 
upon others. The right attitude is not to rebel against a humiliation when it manifests the Truth, 
and to accept willingly humiliations which do not involve our true dignity, that which God has 
conferred upon us by His creative act and which is an extension of His own; nothing harms our 
dignity as “image of God” so much as pride, because it cuts us off from the divine substance of 
our dignity. We well know that from a certain ascetic and sentimental point of view no humili-
ation is unmerited, but that is a question of method and not of norm, given that our perspective 
is based on the nature of things and not on a voluntarist and emotional automatism. 

There are prideful people who appear humble because they avoid denigrating others while 
being nevertheless imbued with their own importance, as there are on the contrary those who 
seem humble because they make little of their own worth while they nevertheless underesti-
mate others. Or again there are people who are considered humble because they seem so before 
God, or before the spiritual master, or before one of the great of this world, whereas they are 
not at all humble before their peers, which proves precisely that they are sincerely humble 
neither towards their superiors nor towards God. 

Attachment, selfishness and insatiability belong to passion; ambition, pretension and ob-
stinacy to pride; the two vices, pride and passion, may share stupidity and malice in common, 
leaving aside the indirect solidarity of all the vices. 

* * * 

It is not without reason that popular opinion tends to associate pride with stupidity. One can 
in fact be pretentious through stupidity just as one can be stupid through pretension; the two 
things go together. Of course, lack of intelligence does not necessarily lead to pretension, but 
pretension cannot avoid harming the intelligence; and if, as is commonly admitted, stupidity is 
the incapacity to discern between the essential and the secondary, or between cause and effect, 
it includes for that very reason a measure of pride; a stupidity combined with a perfect humility 
and a perfect detachment would no longer be stupidity, it would be a simplicity of mind which 
could trouble no intelligent and virtuous person. 

Closely related to pretension is self-satisfaction, with the difference that it is passive, while 
pretension is active. The self-satisfied person is not one who with good reason and complete 
humility is conscious of the worth of what he knows or does, but rather one who is imbued 
with his own imaginary worth and projects it onto his scanty knowledge and mediocre activity. 
Humility, for its part, is in no wise contrary to authority, and could not be so, since authority 
is a positive quality; humility is not modesty, by which we mean that authority excludes mod-
esty, while none the less including humility. Setting aside all humilitarianism—automatic and 
extravagant as it may be, though inevitable and efficacious in the psychological order which 
corresponds to it—humility is the awareness of our real—and not imaginary—littleness in its 
various aspects, together with the absence of all desire for individual affirmation; modesty, on 
the contrary, is the awareness, not of our ontological limitation or of our human insufficiency, 
but simply of our incompetence or our incapacity, as the case may be. Thus on the one hand 
modesty resembles humility, yet on the other hand differs from it, and this may be illustrated 
by saying that the modest man must of necessity be humble, but the humble man need not 
necessarily be modest. 

* * * 
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There is a certain de facto relationship, humanly speaking, between passion and beauty, as 
likewise between pride and intelligence: for fallen man beauty and intelligence have become 
two-edged swords, which explains the ostracism they often suffer at the hands of moralists, 
even at the theological level. In esoterism, however, intelligence and beauty are thoroughly 
rehabilitated and utilized to full advantage, for by definition esoterism considers the aseity of 
things and not their opportuneness on some lower plane: it has always recognized that things 
which for some can be a seduction and a cause of perdition, can for others present themselves 
as a call to God; herein lies the whole mystery of the metaphysical transparency of phenomena. 

Setting aside the weakness of human nature, or, it may be, the imponderables of this weak-
ness, the truth of the matter is simple; intelligence and beauty are intrinsically positive; but 
extrinsically and practically, they are positive or good solely on the express condition, subjec-
tively, of not being detached from God, and objectively, of not being envisaged apart from God 
and in the end, as counter to God. Such was the sin of classical Greece and the Renaissance, 
precisely under the double aspect of thought and art. 

* * * 

From the standpoint of passion, the things of this world appear in some way absolute; while in 
the case of pride, it is the ego which takes on this appearance. Now, it is only too evident that 
this is incompatible, not only with the concept of God, but even more so with the practices of 
meditation and realization that pertain thereto. To combine the idolatry and the narcissism of 
man’s fallen nature with practices converging on the Infinite—under the aspect of Immanence 
as well as under that of Transcendence—is assuredly the most flagrant of hypocrisies and the 
most fatal of absurdities. 

It follows from nearly all that has been said that the writer’s point of view is not that of 
individual and sentimental voluntarism: it coincides neither with penitentialism, according to 
which only the disagreeable leads to God, nor with humilitarianism, according to which every 
man should think himself the greatest of all sinners. In speaking of passion and attachment, we 
do not mean a certain natural attachment that every man can experience with regard to certain 
things and which is in no way opposed either to the sense of relativity, or to serenity of spirit 
or to detachment in general; we have solely in mind the passional attachment which—as has 
been said—places an absolute value on relative things to the detriment of the love of God. And 
in speaking of pride, ambition, and pretension, we do not mean the awareness that the most 
objective man may have of his worth, or natural self-respect, or a sense of dignity or honour, 
none of which are in any way opposed to the awareness of our metaphysical nothingness or to 
true humility in regard to others; we have solely in mind overestimation of self, which is inevi-
tably accompanied by an underestimation of others and which because of this renders sincere 
effacement before God impossible. Pride is the desire to “keep one’s life”; it is the refusal to 
“die before one dies”. 

* * * 

Psychologically or morally speaking, a distinction is made between men who are proud and oth-
ers who are not, whatever the degree of vice; in volitive and sentimental mysticism one would 
say on the contrary that every man is proud, which on the one hand is false—for then words 
would in practical fact have no meaning—but on the other hand is none the less true in respect 
of the virtuality of pride which is found in every man and which can be actualized according to 
circumstances, even if only in a slight degree. Mystical voluntarism seeks to cut short all inef-
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fective subtlety; spiritual intellectuality however, operates by means of truth and not by means 
of zeal, consequently the remedy it employs will not be a useful and levelling approximation, 
but a precise knowledge of the ill. The gnostic—in the original and not sectarian sense of the 
word—does not ask: “What attitude of will and sentiment is the most contrary to pride?” but 
rather: “What in this particular case is the nature of things, and what is consequently the posi-
tive attitude—of the spirit and the soul—of which pride is the negation or the privation?” First, 
the attitude of the spirit: namely, discernment between the absolute and the relative, and in 
the relative between the essential and the secondary—discernment which entails ipso facto the 
sanctifying and unitive contemplation of the absolute and of the essential. Then the attitude 
of the soul, itself governed by this discernment or by this sense of proportion and equilibrium: 
namely, self-effacement on the one hand, and generosity on the other; for all the fundamental 
virtues are included in these two qualities. 

Effacement towards God first, then, consequent upon this vertical quality, effacement to-
wards the world, that is, in the horizontal dimension. All virtue and all merit come from God— 
we are only the reverberating facets; the perspicacious and virtuous man, under-standing that 
he cannot in any fashion or in any respect add his personal qualities to the Divine Perfection— 
the only one there is—and that he is consequently nothing before God if not a pauper, would 
not wish to vaunt himself before men either; in other words, he would not think of imposing 
or putting forward his person as such. He would exercise his function, he would perform his 
duty, he might perhaps be king, but it would not be his individual person that he would affirm, 
even if his function obliged him to impose his persons agent and symbol: the king and the pon-
tiff receive in an impersonal manner, and in humbleness before God, the honours due to them. 
The humble man does not derive any pleasure or any ambition from the fact of being “I”, and 
he has no prejudice with regard to “others”. 

And the same for generosity: it must be exercised first towards God and then towards men. 
Everyone knows what generosity is with regard to the neighbour: but what is it with regard to 
God? It is the gift of one’s self in contemplation, up to extinction—in the measure that this is 
possible—in the Divine Life in the depth of our hearts. 

What matters with man and decides his ultimate destiny, is his Knowledge, his Faith, his 
Character and his Activity. Now the foundation of a noble Character is precisely self-efface-
ment and generosity: self-effacement or poverty, which implies detachment, sobriety, patience 
and contentment; and generosity or magnanimity, which implies fervour, perseverance, trust, 
joy in God. 

Passion and pride constitute a priori the flaw and the obstacle; mingled with the highest 
spiritual aspirations, they become an abomination. It will be said that this has always been 
known, because it is evident. That may be; but the things which have never been unknown 
seem to be at the same time those which men have the greatest difficulty in learning. 
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The Heart and the World Egg1 
by
	

René Guénon
	

AFTER ALL THE observations made so far2 on the various aspects of the symbolism of the 
cave, there remains one further point of some importance, namely the relationship of this sym-
bol with the “World Egg”. In order, however, to make this entirely clear and to link it more 
directly with what has already been said, it is first necessary to deal with the symbolical con-
nexions between the heart and the “World Egg”. This link may at first sight seem surprising and 
appear to rest on nothing more than a certain resemblance in shape; but this resemblance would 
itself be meaningless without some deeper underlying relationship. That a link exists is shown 
by the fact that the omphalos and the votive stone (betylos), which are indisputably symbols 
of the centre, are frequently egg-shaped, as for example is the omphalos at Delphi;3 and this 
requires some further explanations. 

The first point to note is that the “World Egg” does not represent the Cosmos in its fully 
manifested state, but in the one immediately preceeding its unfolding; and if this unfolding is 
visualized as an expansion outwards in all directions from its starting point, the latter will of 
necessity coincide with the centre itself. It follows that the “World Egg” is “central” in rela-
tion to the “Cosmos”4 The Bible pictures the Earthly Paradise, which is also the “Centre of the 
World”, as a circular enclosure, which can be regarded as the cross segment of either an ovoid 
or a sphere. It may be added that the essential difference between the two shapes is that the 
sphere, extending uniformly in all directions from the centre, is truly the primordial shape, 
whereas the ovoid corresponds to an already differentiated state deriving from the former by a 
sort of ‘polarization’ or doubling of the centre.5 This ‘polarization’ can, moreover, be regarded 
as taking place as soon as the sphere describes a rotary motion around a fixed axis, since from 
this moment the directions of space no longer all uniformly fulfil the same role; and it is pre-
cisely this that marks the transition from the one to the other of the two successive phases in 
the cosmogonic process symbolized respectively by the sphere and the egg.6 

Having made this point, it remains only to demonstrate that what is contained in the World 
Egg is in reality identical with what is also contained symbolically in the heart, and in the cave 
in so far as this is its equivalent, namely the spiritual “germ” which, at the macro-cosmic level, 

1  Published in Etudes Traditionelles, February 1938. 
2  See “The Mountain and the Cave” in Studies in Comparative Religion, Spring Issue, 1971 
3 The Author has made a more particular study of these symbols in “Le Roi du Monde” where it was pointed out 
that in other cases they assume the form of a cone. This links them directly to the symbol of the mountain so that 
one finds here once again the two complementary images we have just discussed.
	
4 The symbol of fruit has in this context the same meaning as the egg. We shall doubtless come back to it in future 

studies (see “Aperçus sur l’initiation” chapter XLIII) but it may be pointed out how that this symbol has clearly a 

connexion with the “garden” and hence with the “Earthly Paradise”.
	
5 It is thus that in the geometry of plane surfaces the single centre of the circle is doubled to bring about the two 

arcs of an elipse; this same doubling is used very precisely in the Far Eastern symbolism of Yin and Yang which is 

not unconnected with that of the “World Egg”.
	
6 Regarding the form of the sphere, it may also be pointed out that in the Islamic tradition the sphere of pure, 

primordial light is the Ruh Muhammadiyyah (Spirit of Muhammad) which is also the “Heart of the World”; the 

entire “cosmos” is quickened by the “pulsations” of this sphere which is the Barzakh par excellence. (See on this 

T. Burckhardt’s article in Etudes Traditionelles, December 1937). 
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is called in the Hindu tradition Hiranyagarbha, literally the “golden embryo”.7 

Now this “germ” is none other than the primordial Avatar, 8 and we have seen that the 
birth place of the Avatar, and of its microcosmic equivalent, is precisely the heart or the cave. 
It migth be objected that, in the text previously quoted,9 and in many other instances besides, 
the Avatar is specified as Agni, whereas it is Brahma who is said to enfold himself in the World 
Egg, called for this reason Brahmânda, in order to be born as Hiranyagarbha. But, apart from 
the fact that the different names refer simply to different attributes of the divine, Which are 
always necessarily interconnected and not separate entities, it can be said more specifically 
here that, since gold is considered to be “mineral light” and “the sun of metals”, the very name 
Hiranyagarbha marks it out as a principle of igneous nature. This together with its aspect of 
centrality, brings about its symbolical identification with the Sun which is, moreover, one of 
the images of the “Heart of the World” in all traditions. 

In order to extend this application to the microcosm, it is enough to recall the analogy be-
tween pinda, the subtle embryo of the individual being, and Brahmânda, the “World Egg’’10 

Pinda as the beings permanent and indestructible “germ” corresponds also to the “kernel of 
immortality” called luz in the Hebrew tradition”11 True, the luz is not generally described as 
being situated in the Heart, or, at least, this is only one of its possible situations in its correspon-
dence with the bodily organism and not the most habitual; but it is nevertheless found, among 
the other locations, exactly where one would expect to find it in the light of the foregoing, in 
the place where it is in immediate relationship with the “second birth”. In fact these locations 
in the body, which are also related to the Hindu doctrine of chakras, refer to so many states of 
the human being or phases of his spiritual development. At the base of the spine where luz is 
located in the ordinary man, it is the state of “sleep”:12 its situation in the heart represents the 
initial phase of its germination, which is properly the “second birth”; its situation at the eye at 
the centre of the forehead represents the perfection of the human state, namely reintegration 
into the “primordial state”; finally its situation at the crown of the head signifies the passage to 
supra-individual states. We shall come across the exact correspondence to these various stages 
once more when we return to the symbolism of the initiatic cave.13 

7  See Man and His Becoming According to the Vedanta, Chap. XIII.
	
8 This is also connected with the designation of Christ as “seed” in various scriptural texts, to which we may re-
turn on some other occasion. (See Apercus sur l’Initiation chap. XLVIII as Symboles Fondamentaux de la Science 

Sacrée, chap. LXXIII on “The Grain of Mustard”).
	
9 Katha Upanishad 1st. Valli, shruti 14.
	
10  Yatha Pinda Tathâ Brahmânda (see Man and His Becoming According to the Vedanta, chaps. XIII and XIX).
	
11 For further development of this point the reader is referred again to “Le Roi du Monde”; it is also to be noted 

that the assimilation of the “second birth” to a “germination” of “luz” is precisely reminiscent of the Taoist de-
scription of the initiatic process as an “inner birth of the Immortal”. 
12 The snake coiled around the “World Egg” and sometimes shown coiled round the omphalos and the votive 
stone, is in this context “Kundalini” coiled round the “kernel of immortality”, which is also linked to the symbol-
ism of the “black stone”. This “lower” position of the “luz” is referred to directly in the Hermetic formula “visita 
inferiora terrae, rectificando invenies occultum lapidem”( Go down to the depths of the earth where, by rectifi-
cation, thou shalt find the hidden stone). This rectification is the “redressing” which, after the “descent”, marks 
the beginning of the upward movement corresponding the awakening of “Kundalini”. A complementary formula 
refers to the “hidden stone” as “veram medicinam” (the true medecine), identifiable also with “Amrita”, the food 
or drink of immortality. 
13 It is also to be noted that the term “golden Embryo” suggests a certain connection with alchemical symbolism, 
and this is confirmed by the correspondences referred to in the preceding footnote. 
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The Flood in Hindu Tradition
	
by
	

Ananda K. Coomaraswamy
	

THE PRIMARY OBJECT of the present note is to present the Indian Flood Legend1 as a special 
case of the Patriarchal Voyage (pitryâna), and at the same time in coherent and intelligible rela-
tion with other fundamental conceptions of Vedic cosmology and eschatology. Some analogies 
with other traditional aspects of the Flood Legend are incidentally noted. Whatever grounds 
may or may not exist for belief in an historical flood, the doctrine of manvantaras is, like that 
of kalpas, an essential part of Hindu tradition, and can no more be explained by any historical 
event than can the Vedic angels be explained by the deification of heroes. Further, the Flood 
Legend clearly belongs to a tradition older than any existing Indian redaction or reference, older 
than the Vedas in their present form; these Indian redactions must be thought of as having, 
with the Sumerian, Semitic, and perhaps also Eddaic versions a common source, the correspon-
dences being ascribable not to “influence” but to transmission by inheritance from the common 
source. 

“Floods” are a normal and recurrent feature of the cosmic cycle, i.e. the period (a para) of a 
Brahma’s life, amounting to 36,000 kalpas, or “days” of Angelic Time. In particular, the nâimit-
tikapralaya at the end of every kalpa (close of a “day” of Angelic Time and equivalent to the 
Christian “Last Judgment”), and prakrtikapralaya at the end of the lifetime of a Brahma (close 
of a “day” of Supernal Time) are essentially resolutions of manifested existences into their un-
determined potentiality, the Waters; and each renewed cycle of manifestation is a bringing forth 
on the next “day” of forms latent as potentiality in the floods of reservoir of being. In each case 
the seeds, ideas, or images of the future manifestation persist during the interval or inter-Time 
of resolution on a higher plane of existence, unaffected by the destruction of manifested forms. 

As to this, it will be understood of course that the chronological symbolism, inevitable from 
the empirical point of view, cannot be thought of as really characterising the timeless actuality 
of all the possibilities of existence in the indivisible present of the Absolute, for Whom all mul-
tiplicity is mirrored in a single image. As then there can be no destruction of things as they are in 
the Self, but only of things as they are in themselves, the eternity or rather timelessness of ideas 
is a metaphysical necessity. Hence, indeed, the conception of another type of transformation, 
an atyantika pralaya, ultimate or absolute resolution, to be accomplished by the individual, 
when or wherever he may be, as Realisation: when in fact by self-naughting a man effects for 
himself the transformation of things as they are in themselves, and knows them only as they 
are in the Self, he becomes immortal—not relatively, as are the Devas, enduring merely to the 
end of Time—but absolutely, as independent of time and of every other contingency. It should 
be noted that the ideas (images, types) in question are not exactly Platonic ideas, but ideas or 
types of activity, the knowledge and being of the Self consisting in pure act; in the chronological 
symbolism their creative efficacy is expressed in terms of adrsya, or apûrva karma, “unseen” 
or “latent consequence”. 

While the creation of a cosmos (Brahmânda) at the commencement of a para, and the rec-
reation of resolved elements of the cosmos at the commencement of every kalpa are the work 
of Brahma (Prajapati) the All-Father, the more proximate genesis and guidance of humanity in 
each kalpa and manvantara is brought about by a Patriarch (pitr) of angelic ancestry, and desig-

 For the principal texts see Hohenberger, Die indische Flutsage und das Matsya Purana. Leipzig, 1930. 
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nated Manu or Manus. In each kalpa there are fourteen manvantaras, each presided over by an 
individual Manu as progenitor and lawgiver; so also the rsis and Indra and other (karma-) devas 
are individual to each manvantara. The first Manu of the present kalpa was Svayambhuva, 
“child of Svayambhû”; the seventh and present Manu, Vāivasvata, “child of the Sun”. Each 
Manu is a determined and conscious survivor from the previous manvantara, and through him 
the sacred tradition is preserved and transmitted. The particular Manu intended is not always 
stated in the texts, and in such cases it is generally to be understood that the reference is to the 
present (Vaivasvata) Manu. It is not expressly stated that a flood arises at the conclusion of each 
manvantara, but this may be assumed on the analogy of “the” flood connected with Vaivasvata 
Manu (Satapatha Brâhmana 1, 8, l-10), and the analogy of the greater “flood” that marks the 
conclusion of a kalpa but whereas in the latter case the principle of continuity is provided by 
the creative Hypostasis, floating recumbent asleep on the surface of the waters, supported by 
the Naga “Eternity” (Ananta), in the case of the partial resolution or submergence of mani-
fested forms which takes place at the close of a manvantara, the connecting link is provided 
by the voyage of a Manu in an ark or ship. It may be observed that this is essentially a voyage 
up and down the slope (pravat) of heaven rather than a voyage to and fro, and quite other than 
the voyage of the devayana, which is continuously upwards and towards a shore whence there 
is no return. 

We are not informed of the chronological duration of the flood and Manu’s voyage. From 
the analogy of the greater pralayas, a duration equal to that of the preceding manvantara might 
be inferred, but a more plausible analogy is perhaps to be found in the “twilights” of the yugas, 
and this would suggest a relatively much shorter period of submergence. As to the depth of the 
flood, we have better information. In the first place it is evident that the resolution of mani-
fested forms at the close of a manvantara will be less in cosmic extent than that, namely of the 
“three Worlds”, which takes place at the close of a kalpa, and this will mean necessarily that 
of the “three Worlds”, svar (the “Olympian” heavens) at least, and perhaps also bhuvar (the 
“atmospheric” spheres) are exempt from submergence; we know in any case that Dhruva (the 
Pole Star) remains unaffected throughout the kalpa. The earth (bhur) is submerged completely. 
Now the voyage of a Manu, typically a Patriarch (pitr), is a special case of the Patriarchal Voyage 
(pitryâna), and this as we know is a voyage to and from the “Moon”, those regularly travelling 
by this route being the Patriarchs (usually spoken of collectively as pitaras), and the Prophets 
(rsayah) “desirous of descendants” (praja-kamah, Prasna Upanisad l, 9). The flood, therefore, 
on which Manu’s ship is borne upwards, must rise at least to the level of the sphere of the 
Moon, though it is not necessary to suppose that the Moon itself is submerged. 

While it is out of the question that the flood waters should extend to the Empyrean heav-
ens, Mahar-loka or there beyond, there is good reason to suppose that in rising to the level of 
the Moon they must also touch the shores of the Olympian heavens (Indra-loka, deva-loka). 
For notwithstanding that Indra- or deva-loka is regarded as a station, not of the Patriarchal, 
but of the Angelic Voyage, it is undeniable that Indra-loka is continually thought of as a place 
of reward of the worthy2 dead, warriors in particular, who reside there enjoying the society of 
apsarasas and other pleasures until in due course the time comes for their return to human con-
ditions. And while it is said that the latent effect of Works remains effective in the last analysis 
throughout a kalpa (Visnu Purana II, Ch. VIII), it would appear from the fact that the occu-

“Worthy”, i.e. due to receive the reward of kamya Works, though not qualified by Understanding for either 
gradual or immediate Enfranchisement (mukti). 
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pancy of Indra’s office lasts only during the period of a manvantara3 (hence a kalpa may as well 
be called a period of fourteen Indras as a period of fourteen Manus, Visnu Purâna III, Chap. 1, 
and Mârkandeya Purâna C, 44) that reward in Indra-loka generally must be of the same dura-
tion, therefore at the commencement of any manvantara a general descent from the Angelic 
World must be initiated, no less than from the Patriarchal. It is clear that the two Worlds, In-
dra- or deva-loka and the Moon as pitr-loka are psychologically equivalent, both being stations 
of the reward of kâmya Works; in fact the Patriarchs are constantly spoken of as enjoying Soma 
in company with the Angels, and it is specifically stated in Valakhilya IV, 1, that Manu drank 
Soma in company with Indra. One might express the situation by saying that whereas the Moon 
is naturally pitr-loka from the (Brâhmana) point of view as the posthumous abode of “those 
who in the village reverence a belief in sacrifice, merit, and alms-giving” (Chandogya Upanisad 
V, 10, 3), Indra- or deva-loka is naturally the home of the dead from the (Ksatriya) point of 
view of the warrior. And if Indra-loka is listed only as a station of the devayâna, this is because it 
represents actually a station from which there is not only the necessity of return for those who 
have performed Works only, but also the possibility of a passing on by way of the Sun to the 
Empyrean heavens in the course of Krama mukti and without return, in the case of those “who 
understand this and in the forest truly worship” (Brhadâranyaka Upanisad, VI, 2, 15). When it 
is said in Rg Veda X, 14, 17 that the two kings whom the dead meet on reaching “heaven” are 
not Indra and Yama, but Varuna and Yama, that is, Varuna in the case of the Angelic Voyage 
(since he who has reached the level of the heavenly waters is confronted with the possibility of 
future being only under heavenly conditions), and Yama in the case of the Patriarchal Voyage, 
it may be supposed that Indra (-loka) is omitted as being only a stage on the way to Varuna. 

Now with respect to Yama, as he is the brother of Manu (Vâivasvata) at the present time, 
it must be understood that “Yama” implies always the Yama of a given manvantara. Yama and 
Manu, both designated Patriarchs (pitr), are contrasted in this respect, that whereas Yama being 
the first man to die was also the first to find out the way to the other world, in other words to 
map out the outward passage on the pitryana, and thereby as first settler became king and ruler 
of all those who followed him, Manu is at once the last and only survivor of the previous man 
vantara and progenitor and lawgiver in the present. Hillebrandt’s view (Vedische Mythologie, 
I, 394; II, 368, etc.) of Yama as original ruler of the sphere of the Moon, perhaps at one time 
simply the Moon-god, his realm or paradise being specifically that of the dead, is naturally ac-
ceptable. In any case in one way or another, Yama and the Moon are regarded as dividers out of 
the dead, appointing their course (Yana) according as they are qualified by Works or by Under-
standing. This “judgment” is expressed exceptionally in Kausitaki Upanisad, I, 2, as a selection 

Those who as individuals are particular to a given manvantara are the presiding Angels (devâh), Prophets 
(rsayah), and Manu and his descendants, i.e. kings and other men. The Angels in question cannot of course be 
thought of as any of those of the ajânaja (“by birth”, e.g..Kâmadeva) order, but will be of the karma class, hold-
ing positions to which a qualification by Works has entitled them; and of these karma-devah or Work Angels the 
chief is Indra. Hence it is constantly assumed that an individual duly preparing himself here and now may become 
the Indra (or for that matter even the Brahma) of a future age; and jealousy is often attributed to the Angels with 
respect to those who will thus succeed them in office. 

There is some inconsistency of detail, though not of principle, as between Visnu Parana H, Ch. 8, where it is said 
that the “immortality” of the Angels means a survival without change of state until the end of the kalpa, and ibid. 
III, Ch. 1 where the lifetime of an Indra and other (karma) Angels is restricted to the manvantara. 

In any case, the Hindu view of the nature of angelic offices is identical with that of orthodox Christian theology, 
cf. St. Gregory and St. Augustine, “Angelus nomen est officii, non naturae”; for which, and the rendering of deva, 
by “Angel”, see my “On Translation: Maya, Deva, Tapas,” in Isis, Vol. XIX, No. 55, 1933. 
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effected by the Moon itself, quâ door of the heavenly world.4 More characteristically the divid-
ing out is accomplished by the two dogs of Yama, Sabala and Syâma (“Iridescent” and “Dark”) 
who correspond to the Sun and Moon, as argued by Bloomfield (Journal of the American Ori-
ental Society, XV, 171) with reference to Rg Veda X, 14, 10; and this is supported by Prasna 
Upanisad I, 9 and 10 (and Sankarâcarya’s Commentary), where the Sun considered as a station 
on the devayana is not merely in a passive sense impassible by those devoid of Understanding, 
but actually and actively a barrier (nirodha) restraining those unqualified from passing on to a 
paradise (amrtam âyatanam) whence there is no returning. Incidentally this also enables us to 
establish the correspondence of the Hebraic Angel with the Flaming Sword with the Vedic 
Sun quâ nirodha; the “Flaming Sword” being the Angel’s natural weapon, in virtue of his solar 
character. The analogy of the pitryâna with Jacob’s ladder may also be noted. 

While the partial Understanding which constitutes the Wayfarer’s ship on the Angelic Voy-
age absolves him from the necessity of return to human corporeal conditions, the latent effect 
of Works necessitates a return course of the Patriarchal Voyage. In other words, the pitryana 
is a symbolic representation of what is now called the doctrine of reincarnation and is bound 
up with the notion of latent (adrsta or apûrva) causality. The purely symbolic character of the 
whole conception is made all the more apparent when we reflect that from the standpoint of 
very Truth, and in the absolute Present, there can be no distinctions made of cause and effect; 
and that what is often spoken of as the “destruction of karma”, or more correctly as a destruc-
tion of the latent effects of Works, effected by Understanding and implied with mukti, is not 
really a destruction of valid causes (as though it were possible to make that which has been not 
to have been, or to conceive of any potentiality of being unrealised in the Self ), but simply a 
Realisation of the identity of “cause” and “effect”. It must be similarly understood with refer-
ence to the designation of states of being in spatial terms, for example as “the Sun” or “the 
Moon”, that these are no more to be taken literally with respect to visible luminaries than are 
the analogous designations of states of being as time phases, for example those of the light or 
dark fortnight, cf. Prasna Upanisad I, 12. It does not appear in fact that the Vedic tradition re-
ally propounds any doctrine of reincarnation in the highly individual and literal Buddhist, Jaina, 
and modern sense, nor in any case an individual return to identical conditions5 such as those of 
any one manvantara, but merely a return to analogous conditions in another age, manvantara 
or kalpa as the case may be. Divested thus of a too literal interpretation, the Vedic (Upanisadic) 
doctrine of “reincarnation” bears a certain resemblance to modern conceptions of “heredity”: 
we too speak of the continuity of “germ-plasm”, of relatively everlasting “genes”, and the pos-
sibility that the characteristics of a remote ancestor may recur in any descendant; we know only 
too well that “Man is born like a garden ready planted and sown”, and few of us can always 
discard the conviction that “a man gets what is coming to him”. 

One further point of importance in this connection: while the Vedic point of view neces-
sarily presumes an immortality, that is to say timelessness, of all potentialities of being typically 
subsistent in the Self (and this may be thought of from the standpoint of the Self as an eternal 
existence in the world-picture not merely of every individual but of every act of every individ-

4 Cf. Brhadaranyaka Upanisad UI, 1, 6, where the Moon, reached through the efficacy of the Brahmana priest, 
now identified with the Intellect, is in turn identified with the Intellect, Brahman, “complete release”. 
5 An exact repetition of any past experience would be inconceivable metaphysically, since any two identical 
experiences regarded from the standpoint of the absolute present, in which all potentialities of being are simulta-
neously realised, must be one and the same experience. Metaphysics asserts the unique character of every monad 
and it is precisely this uniqueness which makes the individual unknowable as he is in himself, though intelligible 
as he is in and of the Self. 
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ual on whatsoever plane of being), an immortality of this kind is in no way to be thought of as 
an immortality from the standpoint of any individual consciousness. It is clearly enough brought 
out that both the relative immortality of the Angels, and the absolute immortality of Realisa-
tion are conditions which are altogether dependent on individual effort; or as it is expressed 
from a more limited point of view in the Christian tradition, every individual must work out 
his own salvation. There can be no “immortality” for the individual monad who has not so to 
speak either acquired a “soul” by the due performance of Works, or realised the Self, either 
partially as a Wayfarer or wholly as a Comprehensor. As to the infra-human beings, “the small, 
continually returning creatures” of whom it is said “Be born, and die”, theirs is a “third state”; 
their course is ephemeral, and neither by the devayana nor the pitryana, though the possibility 
is not excluded that even an animal under special circumstances could develop a consciousness 
with survival value. And as to those beings human in form but so little menschlich in nature that 
they do not achieve even any virtuosity (kausalya) in Works, their Psyche is said to be reborn in 
animal wombs, or alternatively to be lost. Hence (of course only from the human point of view, 
there being no superiority of one state over another in the eyes of the Self ) the primary impor-
tance of birth in human form; for here and now it is determined whether or no the individual 
shall inherit Eternal Life, or at least a renewed possibility of winning Eternal Life. Furthermore, 
Veda is the body of Truth in which is set forth the way of life; and this Truth, eternal in the 
consciousness of the Self (without distinction of “knowledge” from “being”), is transmitted as 
it has been “heard”, by a succession of Prophets (rsayah,) from manvantara to manvantara.6 

While the pitryana is thus manifested in the succession of manvantaras the devayana is 
primarily a course whereon the individual is removed ever farther and farther from the “storm 
of the world-flow” (Eckhart, Evans ed., I, 192), those who journey by the ship of knowledge 
normally “never returning” (punar na avartante). The only exception to this is in the case of 
an avatara, whose return or descent is indeed inevitable, like that of the Patriarchs, but with 
this difference that in this case the necessity arises from a purely voluntary self-commitment 
(as is brought out so clearly in the case of the Bodhisattvas, whose appearance as a Buddha is 
a consequence of previous pranidhana) and with this further distinction that in such cases the 
descent is not so much an actual embodiment or helpless subjection to human conditions, as 
a manifestation (nirmana) not infringing the centreing of consciousness in the higher state of 
being from which the avatarana takes place.7 In the case of an avatarana of the Supreme Lord, 
this has to be thought of as an immediate act of will or grace;8 and here a fortiori the doctrine 
of nirmana or that of merely partial (amsa) incarnation must be invoked.9 

We have seen that every procedure from one state of being to another, though formally 
“death again” (punar mrtyu) is envisaged from the Vedic point of view as a passing from one 
station to another of a voyage on the sea of life. This sea can only be thought of as having a 
horizontal surface for so long as our attention is confined to any one and the same state of being; 
whenever a change of state is involved, as in the Angelic or Patriarchal Voyages, the surface of 
the sea of life is necessarily conceived of as a slope 10 or limiting form of a succession of degrees 
leading upwards or downwards as the case may be, and as though from a valley to a height 

6  In some other versions of the flood legend, the continuity of tradition is more mechanically explained.
	
7 For an explanation of avatarana with reference to the Vedic Apantaratamas and others, reference should be 

made to Sankarâcârya’s Commentary on the Vedanta Sutras III, 3, 30, 31. The nirmana doctrine corresponds to the 

Docetic Heresy in Christianity, and has its equivalent in Manichaeism.
	
8 As in the Bhagavad Gita, passim.
	
9 Just as from the Christian point of view it is not supposed that the whole being of the Son was by the fact of 

Incarnation imprisoned in Mary’s womb. 
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and vice versa. The slope, steep, or height is designated pravat, contrasted with nivat, descent 
or depth. Pravat is met with frequently in the Rg Veda and Atharva Veda. Here it will suffice 
to note Atharva Veda VI, 28, 3, where it is said that Yama was the first to achieve the scarp 
(pravat), spying out the way for many; ibid., X, 10, 2, where the steeps are said to be seven in 
number, evidently with reference to the seven planes of being, that is to say the “three Worlds” 
and four Empyrean heavens, Mahar, Janas, Tapas and Satyam; and ibid., XVIII, 4, 7, where the 
crossing of the fords (tirtha) of the great steeps is said to be by means of the sacrificial Works 
of the worthy. All this is consistent with the Angelic Voyage of the enlightened in the ship of 
Understanding, and the Patriarchal Voyage of those whose ship is Works. 

The conception of the sea of life as an ocean and of its “surface” as a slope further explains 
much of the terminology of the posthumous voyages, and that of a Manu. For example, the at-
tainment of the level of any state of being, a port of call on the voyage, is thought of as a tying 
up in harbour: hence in Atharva Veda XIX, 39, 7, where there is an incidental allusion to the 
Angelic Voyage, the sky-faring vessel is provided with a golden hawser (bandhana), and cor-
responding notions are found in Satapatha Brahmana I, 8, I, 6 in the injunction to Manu, vrkse 
navam pratibandhisvataram, “tie up the ship to a tree”, in Mahâbhârata III, 187, 48 “tie up 
the ship to the summit of Himalaya”, and III, 187, 50 nau-bandhana “ship-tying” denoting the 
summit of Himalaya, where Manu’s ship made land as the Flood subsided. In the same way the 
conception of a slope or “up” contrasted with a “down” explains the constant use of the ver-
bal prefix ava-, “down”, whenever a descent on the sea of life is envisaged, as in Atharva Veda 
XIX, 39, 8, where it is said that for those (wayfarers on the devayâna) who “see immortality” 
there is “no gliding down”, na’avaprakhrahsana,11 and Satapatha Brahmana I, 8, l, 7, where the 
descent of Manu’s ark is spoken of as avasarpana, with the same sense of “downward gliding”. 

The general parallel with Biblical tradition is very close; the account of creation in Genesis 
corresponding to the creation at the commencement of the present kalpa, that of the Flood and 
Noah to that of the Flood and Manu Vâivasvata. Manu, however, is not thought of as taking 
with him into the ark a wife and pairs of creatures after their kind; in other words, the appara-
tus of the Hebraic version in this respect is more mechanical. Manu is a progenitor of mankind 
in the sense that all men are of the seed of Manu; and as the reincarnation of the Patriarchs is not 
all at once, but day by day in the natural course of events, it must be understood not that they 
descended in Manu’s ark literally, but by the pitryana in its general connotation, their genealogy 
from Manu being as it were implicit and by seminal virtue. Their actual birth from day to day 
is somewhat obscurely described in various accounts of return on the Patriarchal Voyage as a 
descent of rasa with the rain, and a subsequent evolution. 

The Eddaic Götterdämmerung and subsequent restoration of the world may also represent 
the original tradition of a flood at the close of a world period: in Völuspa, such expressions as 
vepr oll valynd, ragna rok, verold steypesk, skelfr Yggdrasels, snysk uormongandr, himenn klofnar, 
followed by Sér upp koma opro sinne forth Or aegre ipjagroena... sas a fjalle fiske veiper, and the 
assembly of the Aesir calling to mind the fornar dinar, all closely parallel Indian descriptions 
of the end of a world age and subsequent restoration. The finding of the gollnar toflor paers i 
ârdaga âtta hofpo recalls the Berosus version of the flood legend (Cory, Ancient fragments, Lon-
don, 1832, 26ff.) where a history of the beginning, procedure, and conclusion of all things (a 

10 A general consideration of traditional symbolism would lead us to identify this “slope” with the pitch of a 
spiral having for its centre the vertical axis of the universe; or as that of the phyllotaxy of the Tree of Life. 
11 This word, divided nava prabhramsana was at one time interpreted as equivalent to nau-bandhana, but this 
has been rightly rejected on grammatical and other grounds. The Atharva Veda passage does not refer to the descent 
of Manu’s ark, but is an incidental reference to a voyage upwards on the devayana. 
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veritable Purâna!) is buried at Sippara before the submergence of the earth, and found again 
after the subsidence of the flood, and then again made known to mankind. 
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The Significance of Comparative Philosophy for 

the Study of Islamic Philosophy
	

by
	
Seyyed Hossein Nasr
	

BEFORE DISCUSSING THE role and significance of comparative philosophy for the study of 
Islamic philosophy, it is necessary to define exactly what we mean by comparative philosophy, 
for only too often today facile comparisons are made between Oriental metaphysical doctrines 
of a sacred nature and secular modern philosophies without the least consideration for the basic 
difference in the nature of the ideas involved and their source of inspiration.1 In fact if the term 
philosophy is used in its purely modern sense, it is not possible to speak of Oriental philosophy, 
whether it be Islamic or otherwise. Only if the meaning of philosophy is extended to embrace 
the metaphysical doctrines contained in the different formulations of the philosophia perennis 
is it possible to speak legitimately of the comparative philosophy of East and West. In any case 
the basic distinction between Oriental metaphysics and modern philosophy with whatever 
metaphysical pretentions it might have must be kept in mind.2 Furthermore, an intermediate 
domain must be recognized, which is that of a systematic philosophy that is rational and at the 
same time based upon metaphysical intuition and closely allied to revealed truths. As examples 
of such a philosophy one could cite Latin scholasticism and early Peripatetic philosophy in 
Islam. This type of philosophy is related on the one hand to pure metaphysics based solely on 
intellectual intuition and illumination and on the other hand to systematic and rational philoso-
phy as currently understood and the later development of philosophy in the West. For it must 
be remembered that this later development of Western philosophy is based essentially on the 
gradual “decomposition” of the concept of being, which was central to medieval European 
philosophy, and the gradual estrangement of reason, the tool par excellence of modern Euro-
pean philosophy, from the light of the Intellect.3 In view of these facts comparative philosophy 
should come to mean the comparison of ideas belonging to similar and corresponding orders 
in different civilizations and also the bringing out of the contrast between ideas developed in 
different civilizations and belonging to different orders of reality and inspiration. This latter 
aspect is especially important in the case of comparisons between the traditional doctrines that 
have emanated over the ages from the traditional civilizations of the East and the West and the 
rationalistic, humanistic and profane ideas that have been brought into being in the West during 
the past four centuries. 

Seen in this light, comparative philosophy can have a great deal of importance for the study 
of the history and doctrinal context of Islamic philosophy as well as of the pure metaphysics 
contained in the writings of the Sufis and gnostics (‘urāfa’). Because of the integrating power 
of Islam and the fact that it was destined to cover the “middle-belt” of the world, it came into 
contact with many modes of thought, including the Graeco-Alexandrian, Iranian, Indian and 
even to a certain extent Far Eastern. The basis of Islamic intellectual life was therefore cosmo-

1 We have already dealt with the necessary conditions for a truly meaningful comparative philosophy in our essay, 
“Conditions for Meaningful Comparative Philosophy”, Philosophy East and West, January 1972, pp. 53-61. 
2 On the basic distinction between Oriental metaphysics, which is wedded to a spiritual discipline, and profane 
philosophy see R. Guènon, La métaphysique orientale, Paris, 1939 ; translated by J. L. Cooper, “Oriental Metaphys-
ics”, Tomorrow (London) vol. 12, 1964, pp. 6-16. 
3  See E. Gilson, The Unity of Philosophical Experience, New York, 1937. 
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politan and international in conformity with the world wide perspective of Islam itself and the 
universal nature of the fundamental Islamic doctrine of unity (al-tawhid).4 Moreover, because it 
is the last revelation and therefore the synthesis of the messages of the traditions before it, Islam 
developed an extremely rich intellectual life in which was integrated much of the intellectual 
heritage of mankind that had preceded it, a heritage that became transformed by the light of 
Unity and converted into a building block in the new edifice of Islamic thought. Therefore, 
Islamic philosophy, if considered in its totality and not only in terms of the Peripatetic school 
known in the West, is extremely rich and possesses schools that can be compared to most of the 
intellectual perspectives and traditional philosophies of the East, of the ancient Mediterranean 
world and of medieval Europe. Comparative studies would be fruitful as an adjunct to histori-
cal methods of research and would be basic in bringing out the morphological structure of the 
different Islamic schools by comparing and contrasting them with similar schools elsewhere. 
Sometimes even these two approaches, namely the historical and the comparative, could be 
combined as for example in the case of the study of atomism in Kalām and a comparison of it 
with Buddhist schools of atomism, which could clarify the historical roots of the idea5 and also 
bring out the similarities and differences between the atomism of Kalām and that of the Bud-
dhist schools. There are many pages and passages in the history of Islamic philosophy which 
could be clarified in this way. 

Comparative philosophy can also play an important function for Muslims themselves by 
drawing their attention to non-Western traditions and re-establishing the balance destroyed by 
the unilateral domination of Western civilization over the East during the past century. Today 
for most people in the East, not only Muslims but also Hindus, Buddhists and others, compara-
tive philosophy means comparing the philosophy of their own civilization with that of the 
West and in fact only the modern West. Rarely does one find serious comparative studies made 
of Islamic philosophy with those of India and the Far East.6 The cultivation of comparative phi-
losophy in the field of Islamic philosophy could make Muslims aware of the vast riches of the 
traditional doctrines of India and the Far East and through them could put Western philosophy 
in a more just perspective. Moreover, the very awareness of Oriental doctrines; precisely be-
cause of the nature of these doctrines, could help Muslim scholars discover other aspects of the 
Western intellectual tradition neglected greatly in the Islamic world until now. Such a process 
could help make Muslims aware of the fact that it is much more meaningful to compare Rumi 
with Eckhardt, Suhrawardi with Roger Bacon and Mulla Sadra with the Cambridge Platonists 
than to carry out the erroneous and misleading comparisons so prevalent today in which a figure 
like Rumi is compared with Nietzsche, Suhrawardī with Bergson or some other modern “in-
tuitionist” and Mulla Sadra with the existentialists. The sapiential nature of Oriental doctrines 
and the very depth of their metaphysical teachings could be instrumental in a direct fashion in 
making the awareness of the Western intellectual tradition among Muslims more profound. It 
could thereby provide for Muslim scholars a key to the better understanding of the West and 
the sapiential teachings contained in the writings of such groups as the early Church Fathers, 
the apophatic theologians of the Eastern Church, the school of Chartres, representatives of in-

4  See S. H. Nasr, Science and Civilization in Islam, Cambridge (U.S.A.) 1968, and New York, 1970 introduction. 
5 This has been already attempted by S. Pines in his well-known Beitrage zur islamischen Atomenlehre, Berlin, 

1936.
	
6 As far as the Far East is concerned the study of T. Izutsu, A Comparative Study of the Key Philosophical Concepts 

in Sufism and Taoism, 3 vols., Tokyo, 1966-67, is unique. For India there are a few studies made mostly by Indian 
scholars and one or two by Persians but most of them deal with historical influences rather than morphological 
comparisons. 
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tellectual currents of medieval and renaissance Christian mysticism, especially of the school of 
Eckhardt and Angelus Silesius, Western alchemy and Hermeticism and the German school of 
naturphilosophie. In any case to introduce comparative philosophy in the serious sense into the 
domain of Islamic philosophy would influence the concept of the relation of Islamic philosophy 
to Western thought held by Muslims themselves. 

As far as the effect of the comparative approach for a better understanding of Islamic phi-
losophy itself is concerned, the extent of its possibilities is evident to anyone acquainted with 
the structure of Islamic thought. A few illustrations will bring out the role comparative philoso-
phy can play in different areas. As far as the Graeco-Alexandrian tradition is concerned there 
are of course outstanding problems of a historical nature which deal with the roots of many 
aspects of Islamic philosophy in the Greek sources and the survival of important elements of 
the Graeco-Alexandrian heritage, particularly of the late period, in Arabic. This is a subject for 
historical research and many scholars in both East and West have devoted themselves to both 
aspects including the study of Islamic sources for a better knowledge of Greek philosophy.7 

But in addition, morphological comparisons could play an important role in bringing out 
the differences as well as the similarities between the Greek and the Islamic traditions and re-
veal how the elements of Greek thought that were accepted by the Muslims were transformed 
by them into elements of a new intellectual structure possessing a significance beyond what 
the purely historical method of tracing influences could reveal. A comparative study of Her-
metic philosophy in Alexandria and alchemical philosophy in Islam, of Greek sapiential and 
gnostic teachings of the Middle and Neo-platonists, especially Plotinus himself and the masters 
of Islamic gnosis like Ibn ‘Arabi, of the Greek Pythagorean teachings of a Nichomachus and 
the Muslim Pythagoreans like the Ikhwān al-Safā’ and many other instances would reveal the 
structural similarities and also differences between doctrines of a similar or corresponding order 
in traditions possessing differing structures. 

In the Graeco-Alexandrian case comparative studies should complement the historical. 
The historical method would reveal the historical roots of many ideas adopted by Islamic phi-
losophy from the Greek heritage and the comparative method would cast light, because of the 
living nature of the Islamic tradition and its esoteric and gnostic teachings, on certain forgotten 
features of the Graeco-Alexandrian tradition. It could be especially helpful in enabling Western 
scholars to re-evaluate their own judgment of Greek philosophy, in which they usually make 
no distinction between purely human philosophy and a wisdom of a supra-human inspiration. 
If the West were to understand the true nature of Ibn ‘Arabi’s doctrines, these doctrines in 
turn would serve as a key for an understanding of a Plotinus or Proclus, metaphysicians and 
gnostics who are usually innocently classified away with modern academic philosophers. As for 
Muslims, the comparative method could reveal much more to them of the true structure and 
nature of the Graeco-Alexandrian antiquity than could facile translations of standard Western 
histories of Greek philosophy, works that are usually coloured by current and passing modes 
and fashions of thought. 

A somewhat similar situation exists vis-à-vis the intellectual tradition of pre-Islamic Iran. 
Here also there are certain historical influences whose understanding is important for a full 
grasp of the genesis of Islamic philosophy. But the comparative method can reveal another 
dimension which in this case is also a key for an understanding of the spiritual and intellectual 

The writings of Bergstrasser, Walzer, Badawi, Goerr and many others have brought into the open the signifi-
cance of Islamic philosophical sources for material lost in the original Greek including especially the writings of 
the Alexandrian commentators and Galen. 
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destiny of the Persian peoples.8 To compare the angelology of Suhrawardi with that of Zoroas-
trianism or the story of Kay Khusraw with the visionary narratives of Suhrawardi is more than 
anything to penetrate into the way in which the universe of the pre-Islamic Persians was trans-
formed into the Islamic one. Many of the profounder reasons for the continuation of the life of 
Islamic philosophy in Persia after its cessation in the Western lands of Islam can be understood 
through the comparative method. Moreover, many of the deepest characteristics of the tradi-
tion of Islamic philosophy in Persia can be discovered with the help of a comparative study of 
Islamic philosophy and the Weltanschauung of the pre-Islamic Persians. 9 

The situation of the Mediaeval West in relation to Islamic philosophy is somewhat similar 
to that of Islamic philosophy vis-à-vis the Greek heritage. Needless to say there are extensive 
historical relations and the work that has been done during the past few decades in making bet-
ter known the Latin corpus of the writings of Ibn Sina and Ibn Rushd, as well as other Muslim 
authors, and their influence in the West is of course precious. Without it one would not be able 
to understand the genesis of Latin scholasticism. But there are studies of a profounder nature 
based upon the comparative method which could enable Westerners to better understand Is-
lam and vice versa. If one could make a comparative study of such figures as Eckhardt or Jacob 
Boehme and Ibn ‘Arabī or Rùmi, Erigena or other Western Illuminationists and Suhrawardi or 
St. Augustine and al-Ghazzali one could gain a greater insight into the structure of the Islamic 
and Christian traditions respectively than if one were to seek merely to discover lines of influ-
ence. 

As for the Asian world, it presents an arena of almost unlimited possibility for the applica-
tion of the comparative method. As far as the Indian world is concerned, besides such historical 
influences as that of Buddhist and Hindu moral philosophy and possibly atomism upon early 
Islam, and Sufism upon certain medieval bhaktic schools in India, there is the whole world 
opened by the movement of translation and comparison during the Moghul period. The Majora 
‘al-bahrayn of Dārā. Shukuh and the commentary of Mir Findiriski upon the Yoga Vāsistha are 
already in themselves based upon morphological and structural comparisons. Many other works 
of this kind also exist which need to be studied and explored. Moreover, the rich intellectual 
structure of Hinduism and Buddhism present many resemblances to Islamic intellectuality, 
resemblances which can be understood profitably only through the comparative method. The 
Advaita Vedanta school of Sankara can best be understood by a Muslim through comparisons 
with the doctrine of wahdat al-wujūd of Ibn ‘Arabi and his followers. In fact there are variations 
of the doctrine of wahdat al-wujūd and wahdat al-shuhūd developed by Indian Sufis precisely 
because of the challenging presence of certain Hindu metaphysical doctrines. The correlation 
and correspondence that exists on the purely metaphysical level can also be detected on the 
level of the cosmological sciences and of natural philosophy, and comparative studies can be 
made with great profit between the other darshanas such as the Samkhya and the correspond-
ing Islamic schools.10 

As for the Far East, it represents a domain that in relation to Islamic philosophy should be 
studied nearly completely from the vantage point of comparative philosophy, for here, except 
for certain early alchemical ideas that reached eastern Islam from China and certain exchanges 

8 See for example H. Corbin, Terre celèste et corps de résurrection, Paris, 1961 ; also S. H. Nasr, “The Life of Mysti-
cism and Philosophy in Iran: Pre-Islamic and Islamic”, Studies in Comparative Religion, Autumn 1971, pp. 235-240. 
9 A notable example of this kind is Corbin, En Islam iranien, 4 vols., Paris, 1971-72, where comparative studies 
are also made with Taoism and the Graal tradition in the West. 
10 See for example, D. Shayegan, Les relations de l’hindouisme et du soufisme d’apres le “Majma `al-Bahrayn” 
(These de 3e cycle, Sorbonne, 1968). 

169 

http:schools.10


 

 

   

Studies in Comparative Religion – Vol. 7, #4 (Autumn 1973)
	

of ideas during the Mongol period, the whole relation is morphological rather than historical. 
For a Muslim to understand Lao-Tzu or Chuang-Tzu there is no better way than making a com-
parative study between Taoism and Sufism or particular doctrines of the two traditions which 
present striking resemblances between them such as the doctrine of the Universal Man.11 This 
is nearly a virgin field which could be explored extensively to make the Far Eastern tradition 
better known to Muslims and the Islamic intellectual tradition more comprehensible for the 
people of the Far East and especially those of Japan where there now seems to be a genuine 
interest in Islamic philosophy. 

In conclusion then, it can be said that for Muslims themselves the method of comparative 
philosophy can play a basic role in making them aware of the great civilizations of the East 
and also in making the Western intellectual tradition more readily understandable in its true 
nature. It can be an instrument to combat the inferiority complex towards the West that has 
developed among so many modernized Muslims and a necessary shock to awaken them from 
their hypnotic trance before the modern West. For non-Muslims interested in an understanding 
of Islamic philosophy the comparative method can be instrumental in removing the erroneous 
conception of Islamic philosophy as merely a phase in the transmission of ideas to the West. 
This method can also help to reveal the immense treasures contained in the Islamic intellectual 
tradition and to make manifest the true structure of this tradition as it stands between the tra-
ditions of the Orient and those of the Mediterranean world and the West. For these and many 
other reasons the comparative approach deserves to be applied to Islamic philosophy in many 
of its phases. It cannot but enrich present day knowledge of a tradition many of whose aspects 
remain still unexplored. 

(Original editorial inclusion that followed the essay:) 

To be capable of knowing God, and to wish and hope to know him, is the road 
which leads straight to the Good; and it is an easy road to travel. Everywhere 
God will come to meet you, everywhere he will appear to you, at places and 
times at which you look not for it, in our waking hours and in your sleep, when 
you are journeying by water and by land, in the night-time and in the day-time, 
when you are speaking and when you are silent; for there is nothing which is 
not God. 

Hermes 

11 The masterly study of T. Izutsu alluded to above is an outstanding model for the comparative method in this 
field and demonstrates the remarkable results that can be attained if both true intellectual discernment and exact 
scholarship are present. 
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Man as Viceroy
	
by
	

Gai Eaton
	

ONCE UPON A TIME (but not so very long ago) a European beggar wandered into an Arab 
cafe in Blida. One of the Moslems there handed him a coin. “Do you think God will take note 
of such alms-giving?” his companion asked him. “You never know”, he told them, “who may 
be concealed under the appearance of a poor man.” 

Such prudence would be natural to a Moslem brought up to believe that the Friends of 
God come and go as they will, disguised now in rags, now in riches, with power to change ut-
terly—when it is God’s will—the nature of a situation or the pattern of a life. You never know. 
Each man’s “inner secret” is, they say, known only to God, and each man is to be treated with 
respect not only because the neighbour is worthy of respect but because he may be quite other 
than he seems and lightning may lie dormant in his hands. 

Sometimes these hands are peacefully clasped, their power showing itself only to save or to 
heal. So the tale is told of a certain disciple who pestered his Spiritual Master to teach him the 
Great Name, the secret Name of God that is said to be known only to those who are closest 
to Him and to carry with it an overwhelming force. Wearied by these constant demands, the 
Master told his disciple to spend the morning at the city gate and report scrupulously every-
thing that he saw. There was little to report. “I saw the people go in and out. An old man passed 
with his donkey laden with firewood. A soldier came after him, beat him and seized both his 
donkey and the wood”. The Master asked him what he would have done to the soldier if he had 
known the Great Name. “I should certainly have demanded his death!” “Well”, said the Mas-
ter, “I must tell you that this old wood-cutter who allowed himself to be maltreated without 
complaint is none other than he who long ago taught me the Name”. 

But the lightning is not necessarily controlled by the Friend or Beloved of God, upon whom 
it rests with the gentleness of Spring sunshine. So the Moslems tell another tale to illustrate the 
fact that danger as well as mercy inhere in the great ones who walk secretly among us. It is said 
that the eleventh-century Persian saint, Abu Sa’id, lived for a certain period in great luxury, 
feasting much and entertaining himself with music and dancing. Those who might readily have 
recognised his sanctity under the more conventional disguise of poverty were not sharp enough 
to see through such a mask as this and were duly scandalised. One of them, a certain Amir, 
pressed for the settlement of a debt. The saint said nothing, did nothing, but the Amir’s faithful 
hunting dogs went mad soon after, turned upon their master and tore them to pieces. God, they 
say, is not mocked; and those who mock His Friends may create within the natural world such 
a whirlpool of disorder that they are themselves destroyed. 

This is where our human ideas of justice and fairness, serviceable enough for certain pur-
poses, are broken upon contact with a wider scheme of things. The Christian world has known, 
through many centuries, the legend of the Wandering Jew, that innocent bystander who, when 
Christ passed with his Cross, called out: “Get on with you! Go faster!” and was therefore 
condemned to wander the earth until the Day of Judgment, homeless and rejected by all men. 
How was he to know that this scourged criminal was the Christ? How can we expect the aver-
age man to be so constantly on the alert that he is ready for the moment when Reality breaks 
through the carapace of time like lightning from heaven? But our incapacities are not, though 
we like to think them so, the measure of all things; and when the harmless little man who lives 
decently enough in the familiar shadows of the normal world finds himself suddenly in the full 
blaze of sunlight, he stumbles against the adamantine rock and is broken. 
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The People of the Book, as the Moslems call those who follow the Bible, were always aware 
of the presence in the midst of the crowd of individuals who might look like everyone else but 
who carried with them a breath of air from another place. Both Christian and Jewish legends 
tell of these mysterious strangers, passing unnoticed except by the few who were sufficiently 
alert to recognise them for what they were, but the pre-Christian legends of Europe—Ger-
manic as well as Greek—tell the same tale in their stories of the gods disguised as poor wayfar-
ers, strange visitors to the king’s palace or the peasant’s hut, bearing with them a message or a 
warning, the solution to a riddle or the secret of some hidden treasure. The same theme appears 
in Hindu and Buddhist mythology and, indeed, in the myths of almost every ancient people, 
The Wanderer is everywhere. 

But the worlds in which the Wanderer was observed or made his presence known were 
worlds which, according to the modern view, vastly overestimated man’s importance in the 
scheme of things, attributing to him a supernatural destiny beyond the brief span of his life 
on earth and supposing him fit for salvation or damnation. Ideas of Heaven and Hell (or, in 
Eastern terms, of transmigration through superior or inferior cycles of existence) spelt out 
the importance of human acts and the nature of human responsibilities in terms immediately 
comprehensible even to the simplest man. What he did in his small corner had a significance 
beyond the furthest frontiers of time and place, it shook the highest spheres, bringing down on 
his head either manna from heaven or fire. The human world, touched at so many points by the 
supernatural or the magical, its windows wide open, its limits undefined, was—in the proper 
sense of the term—awe-inspiring. 

Awe and respect are closely linked. A purely “social” morality, one based upon the practical 
interests of the community and upon the fact that “misbehaviour” on a wide scale represents a 
threat to the community‘s existence, lacks the dimension of awe and must eventually dispense 
with the idea of respect for the person (not just as a good man or a useful one, but as a man). If 
the idea of respect has so far survived, at least for purposes of lip-service (the Nazis still found 
it necessary to justify or misrepresent their actions in terms of an older morality, as do the Com-
munists) this is because the immense shadow of the religious point of view still haunts even the 
most irreligious of our contemporary societies. It is only fairly recently that God “died”. 

But if the idea of respect for the person does still survive it has been reduced more and more 
to the social level and devalued. The word itself has taken on slightly comic undertones and 
has lost contact with the element of fear that once nourished it, fear of the unknown, fear of 
the vast regions that may extend behind an ordinary face. Losing “respect” for someone tends 
more and more to imply that one thinks less well of their character; it means that a judgment 
has been revised or reversed in the light of some particular action. And this is not the direction 
in which the roots of respect are to be found. 

The limits of judgment become ill-defined if not forgotten in an age which considers man 
only in his social context. These limits are strict, for it is said that few sins are as grave as 
the Pharonic sin whereby mortal man attempts to usurp the ultimate Judgment Seat and so, 
whether he understands the meaning of his act or not, calls himself God. No man can say what 
another man is worth, for this would require a knowledge of values so infinitely distant from 
the social realm that it can find human expression only in silence. Respect is rooted in the 
knowledge that this silence absorbs and annihilates any words that we can speak. 

If this were the beginning and the end of the matter, there would be no need to consider 
where the limits of human judgment lie. Silence may surround us and penetrate everywhere— 
it is, after all, no more than the reflection of our own inadequacy—but we have voices and 
must speak. And at every turn of our life in the world—particularly where our livelihood is 
concerned—we have to judge our fellows in terms of their usefulness for a particular task, their 
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personal attitude to ourselves and their probable future line of conduct. We have to “place” 
them in the immediate, given context; and we may not have the time or the patience to give 
much thought to what they are outside this context. But we are also tempted, most of us, at 
every turn to inflate this practical, “ad hoc” judgment to the dimensions of an absolute one. We 
are tempted, in fact, to imagine that this momentary situation in the context of which we have 
made our judgment is of more than passing importance. And, in this sense, the Pharonic sin is 
the commonest of sins. 

Even at this rather careless level, we still stand in danger of grave error if we attempt to 
deny the right of human love (also understood in its most casual, mundane sense) to eclipse our 
judgment—without, of course, making this judgment invalid at its own level. Love blind to the 
facts of a particular character still takes a certain precedence by virtue of the nobility of its ori-
gin and ancestry: the silly girl who loves a criminal and finds it necessary (love and vanity being 
well acquainted) to deny the facts that stare her in the face, the foolish man who loves a whore 
and finds it necessary (love and vanity being close companions) to suppose her chaste still know 
more than they think they know—far more than they are thought to know. Lust itself (here 
understood in the most conventional and pejorative sense) may open windows that are closed 
to sober judgment and reveal, however briefly, a unity that was always there and always will be. 
And Moslems tell the tale of a woman saint of fabulous beauty who was followed one evening 
by a young stranger hoping for a night of pleasure. She led him by devious ways to the meeting 
place of her companions on the Path and told them, “Here is a true lover. Pour out for him the 
wine of True Love”. 

Whatever tends towards the unification of what was formerly separated and whatever 
brings a glimmer of light—the light of understanding, of fellow feeling, of attention—into 
what was formerly a place of darkness carries with it some faint stamp of nobility. When love 
is based upon “illusion”, some apparently ludicrous mistake regarding the character of the be-
loved, we still have to face the fact that the lover spoke the right language even if he did so for 
the wrong reasons. And sometimes it is enough that a man should speak the right language—we 
need not be too concerned over his motives. 

If moral ideas are to exist at all as a basis for judgment, they can only be based either upon a 
supernatural pattern (which must necessarily conflict sometimes with the interests of the com-
munity) or upon social considerations. Once these social considerations come to be regarded 
as the only “practical” ones, the legitimate judgments that we make of a man‘s usefulness here 
and now soon usurp a quality of absoluteness. Any group which provides shelter and nourish-
ment for men and a way for them to live together without cutting one anothers‘ throats has 
certain rights of self-protection, and these are likely to include the right to kill a man whose 
actions are totally incompatible with the group‘s well-being and safety. But this is still a matter 
of judgment within a given context and related only to that context, a judgment that may be 
correct here and now but might be quite wrong under different circumstances and at another 
time. It is when we try to change a man, to “re-form” him and make him fit for our own par-
ticular social matrix that we overstep the mark. 

Society may have the right to inflict many kinds of punishment in its own defence, but 
there is one right it does not have and this is to deprive a human being of his ultimate dignity, 
treating him as inferior in essence and nature, and arrogating to itself the task of making some-
thing “better” out of him. We live in an age in which the virtues of kindness tend to be rated 
above all others and in which the infliction of pain is—at least in certain Western countries— 
regarded as peculiarly obscene, but it is a pity that we cannot foster these virtues without losing 
sight of certain other considerations. For there is also an element of obscenity and insult implicit 
in the act of shutting up a grown man in a hideous but hygienic establishment in which he is 
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treated as though he were a delinquent child. The whip may be cruel compared with the model 
prison, but the whipped man recovers whereas the prisoner who suffers daily humiliation and 
deprivation of his manhood does not always recover. 

Society‘s right of self-defence against its enemies carries with it some obligation to treat 
these enemies as equals. In a different context (that of colonialism) the Jamaican author John 
Hearne has written perceptively of the rival merits—or demerits—of the kindly European as 
against other, less kind colonizing powers. “Other conquerors had demanded the usual pay-
ments of money, forced labour and women; but the Europeans demanded perpetual acknowl-
edgement of irremediable inferiority... They committed the unforgivable humiliation of turning 
the world into an enormous elementary school in which the white-skinned were the destined 
teachers and the dark-skinned could never, at their most responsible, be more than playground 
monitors. It is doubtful whether the most extreme example of savage plunder has ever been 
more destructive of human dignity than this weird combination of racial pride and social con-
science”. 

This attitude towards subject races was characteristic of the second half of the 19th century 
and the first half of the 20th, and it derived to some extent (at least in its later development) 
from the theory of evolution and from the technological cleverness which appeared to provide 
visible proof of the European‘s evolutionary superiority. But if we drop the word `racial‘, then 
it can be said that a weird combination of pride and social conscience lies at the root of the 
modern attitude to those who are considered either inferior or unfortunate. 

In many cases—though not always explicitly—the idea of “inferiority” has been substituted 
for that of “wickedness”. Whereas wickedness often inspires fear, inferiority does not and it is 
obviously easier to treat the inferior man kindly than the wicked one. In this sense, “anti-social 
elements” as they are now described in a number of countries, are better off under the new dis-
pensation. It is perhaps ungrateful of such “elements” to feel that they would rather be treated 
as rogues than as foolish children. 

To say that certain types of criminal behave like children or have the mentalities of children 
is a very loose figure of speech. One need only place such a man beside a real child to be aware 
of this. And only a society that has begun to see itself as absolute and as encompassing the ho-
rizon—rather than as an island of safety in a menacing and mysterious sea—could assume so 
readily that those who do not fit into its scheme of things must be less than men. 

At the same time, by the substitution of ideas of reform and readjustment for the idea of 
punishment, society loses the chance of satisfying one of its darkest but most pressing needs. 
There are certain crimes (child-murder is one of them) which arouse in many people a horror 
and an anger that must find an outlet or fester inwardly. The normal outlet lies in the satisfac-
tion of seeing the criminal suffer in his own body something of the horror that he has inflicted 
both upon his victims and upon his society. But this involves treating him as a man, an equal, 
rather than as a sickly inferior. This need finds satisfaction, not in humiliating but in hurting 
him, and however savage it may seem (savage as grief ) it does hark back to the ancient aware-
ness that a really monstrous crime disturbs the equilibrium—and health—of the human com-
munity in such a way that order and balance can be restored only by a monstrous punishment. 
Two “blacks” may not make a “white”, but they do on occasion balance and therefore annul 
each other in the harsh scales of natural life. 

From another point of view, however, it is just as well that we have become kinder, for the 
imperfections of human “justice” are no longer compensated by the inefficiency of the available 
means of catching and holding the criminal. It might be said that society has a right to punish 
only as long as its enemy has a chance to escape. In an age of escape-proof prisons and closed 
frontiers, the saving grace of incompetence no longer balances the pseudo-absolute operations 
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of human judgment. On the day that the late Dr. Crippen was arrested by the use of transatlan-
tic radio we were, perhaps, deprived of the right to execute murderers. And now the passport 
has its place among the sinister paraphenalia of our age. 

The claims of human society and of human “justice”, since they could never be absolute, 
have always derived their legitimacy from the fact that they were localised, their arm short 
though it might be strong. Their physical range was limited and there were always other places 
to which not only the criminal but also the victim, the odd-man-out, could take himself in 
voluntary exile. A man might “disappear”, and his society would not pursue him, could not 
pursue him. But when relative rights and relative justice become inexorable they lose thereby 
all legitimacy. From then on it is catch as catch can. 

One of the most striking signs of the increasing power of society to engulf its members and 
to suffocate them is this closing of the frontiers to all but approved travellers, a power that is 
reinforced by increasingly efficient technological devices. The State’s chief requirement, if it 
aims at absolute dominance over the human being, is that he should not be free even to day-
dream of escape. Immigration regulations and currency restrictions, combined with the exercise 
of many States of the power to issue or withhold passports, have in the course of only a few 
years blocked the last loopholes and brought very close the “ideal” situation in which the only 
means of physical escape from a given social matrix will be either through suicidal violence or 
through suicide itself. 

And yet, leaving to one side the case of those whose centre of awareness is removed to quite 
another level of being—for that is not a matter of escape but of profound involvement in the 
fountain and origin of human affairs—there remains the escape-hatch of insanity. It may be that 
this will be put to increasing use as the last physical frontiers are sealed to all but those who 
have no need or inclination to escape. And this could be one of the means whereby societies 
that have usurped the quality of absoluteness will destroy themselves without any need for a 
bolt from heaven to open them up. When men of good sense have gone too far in rationalising 
the social structure and in cementing its walls the time has come for the madmen to take over. 

As with the poor man (and sometimes the rich one), as with the criminal, so with the lu-
natic. Although insanity, unlike poverty or criminality, does still inspire a certain fear and an 
inkling of strange seas washing against the shores of our island. This fear, however, has become 
separated from the sense of awe and is deplored by the best authorities: we should, so we are 
told, pity the insane in exactly the same way that we pity the physically sick. It is only the in-
sane themselves who disagree with this view and they, of course, are mad. But insanity is not 
always purely negative in character. A man may have “lost his wits” but, for good or ill, some-
thing else may have taken their place. He is seldom no more than a person from whom some 
part has been amputated in the sense in which a one-legged man is simply a man who has lost a 
leg. And when we treat him as such he feels obscurely but deeply insulted even if we are quite 
unaware of our own impertinence. It is not surprising that so many of the doctors who work in 
mental asylums seem to their friends a little “unbalanced”: in a certain sense they have been in 
daily contact with other worlds of experience that have something of the same self-sufficient 
coherence that our world seems to possess. 

In the Islamic world insanity has tended to evoke a certain awe and respect based, no doubt, 
upon the Moslem’s traditional prudence: “You never know...” But when the Quoranic revela-
tions descended upon the Prophet Muhammad they pressed upon his physical body with an al-
most intolerable weight and Moslems have been particularly aware of the tremendous strength 
required if one is to stand and survive under the touch of the divine hand. They expect to find 
among the insane some who, for all their excellence, were not strong enough to bear this touch 
and whose worldly personalities became disordered under its weight. In this context, moving 
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among such principalities and powers as may have consumed or possessed the inmates of a 
madhouse—or perhaps under the shadow of a more absolute and transcendent presence—the 
psychiatrist who does not walk warily is a true babe in the woods. 

And here we are not far from the roots of true charity understood not as a supernatural 
virtue but as the rugged element in prudent self-interest that, in Thibon’s view, provides fertile 
soil for the seminal action of grace. In terms of social morality, charity is replaced by “social 
justice” and by the ideal of an egalitarianism that will eventually make it obsolete; but, in terms 
of realism, charity begins with the awareness of our ignorance as to whom it is we face when 
we face our neighbour or a stranger, a poor man, a thief... When royalty slips in the mud every 
hand is held out to help; and this same fear of offending one who might hold our fate in his 
hands dictated the prudent charity of other times—unless it was translated to a more universal 
level and ignorance was replaced by the knowledge of an implicit omnipresent royalty. 

* * * 

“Tell all the truth”, wrote the American poetess, Emily Dickenson, “but tell it slant”, Outside 
the field of mathematics there are sound reasons for speaking, if not in riddles, at least in terms 
of implication and allusion, parable and even hyperbole, rather than in bald statements which, 
taken too literally, lead to the petrifaction of meaning. Neither the facilities of human speech 
nor the contours of the human mentality lend themselves readily to the expression of truths 
which lie beyond the sphere of day-to-day affairs. But there are points at which the direct state-
ment, however liable it may be to misunderstanding, becomes unavoidable. Any discussion of 
man’s real identity leads to such a point. 

What is man in terms of the doctrines by which men have lived through all ages? He is, 
according to the Christians, made in the very Image of God. For the Moslems, he is the Vice-
roy placed by a transcendent Master in and over creation. For the Hindus his inmost core is 
one with the eternal and infinite Brahman, beside which there exist only dreams and shadows: 
“That art thou!” And for numberless “primitive” peoples he is the central being who, unlike 
anything else in the creation that surrounds him, has the power to journey to and fro as mes-
sage-bearer between heaven and earth. We—human-kind—have until now thought him the 
one alone of all that enjoy the light of day who can speak with the voice of ultimate authority 
and act as arbiter of all things under the sun. 

This is the idea that lies at the root of all prayer and all priesthood. This is what men have 
lived by since the ages which preceded the “dawn of history” even as history itself precedes 
today’s newspaper. Man is either Viceroy or else he is an animal that claims special rights by 
virtue of its cunning and the devouring efficiency of teeth sharpened by technological instru-
ments, an animal whose time is up. If he is such an animal, then he has no rights—he is no 
more nor less than meat—and elephants and lions, rabbits and mice must in some dim recess of 
their being rejoice to see the usurper developing the means of his own total destruction. But if 
he is Viceroy, then all decay and all trouble in the created world that surrounds him is in some 
measure to be laid to his count. 

There is no getting around this choice—any more than the man with a gun can be evaded 
by retreat into a dream-world. If man is what he now thinks himself, then every acre of ground 
that he takes from the other beasts is stolen property and every time he kills an animal one of 
his kind should be slaughtered to keep the scales even. But if he is what, until now, he thought 
he was, then he bears on his infirm back the whole burden of creation, a stumbling, staggering 
creature—a nobleman who has taken to drink and exhausted himself with whores—unless he 
can call upon a supernatural source of strength. Even then there is no guarantee that his back 
will not break. 
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The complete fulfilment of the viceregal function belongs, no doubt, to Adam before the 
fall, to the Golden Age, to the earthly Paradise, and we in our shabby place cannot afford to be 
perfectionists or to whine that what cannot be done well should not be done at all. The impor-
tant distinction now is not between those who do it well and those who do it ill, but between 
those who recognise this potentiality in man and those who are blind to it. This is the shadow 
of glory that overhangs the scruffy fellow in the lane, this is why the prudent man is convinced 
that “you never know”. For the very pavements may be waiting for the coming of the Wan-
derer. “The saint has himself become prayer, the meeting place of earth and Heaven; and thus 
he contains the universe, and the universe prays with him”.1 

If man has a place above the web of “eating and being eaten”, above natural process, this is 
due to him not on account of his inventive genius, his intellectual superiority to the monkeys or 
his capacity to generalise about the nature of inter-stellar space nor is it founded upon his noble 
emotions or idealistic altruism or upon the power to travel faster than a horse. It lies only in his 
unique responsibility for coping with the burden of creation. As long as he has one-hundredth 
of a part of this awareness of his task, he is still man, and perhaps a thousandth part will do, but 
at some point, eventually, the dilution becomes excessive until at last he is no more than one 
of the lesser beasts among those which crop the grass or devour their kindred. 

The relationship of human beings to the animal world, as it is documented in history and 
anthropology, is immensely complex and it is surprising that no full-scale study of the subject 
ever seems to have been undertaken. Outside the Christian world, however, this attitude has 
tended to crystallise around two opposite poles, with many variations in between. On the one 
hand there is the virtual refusal to make use of animals except for domestic purposes, hence 
vegetarianism and the ritual ban on the wearing of anything made from animal skin. Against 
this we have the ritual of hunting tribes, aimed at “reconciling” the animal soul to its fate, and 
the Moslem and Jewish “sacrifice” of the animal that is to lend its flesh to the fostering of hu-
man strength (a strength that is to be used in a work of redemption which includes the animal 
creation). Closely related to both poles we find the belief (present also in the annals of early 
Christianity) that carnivorous beasts become gentle as lambs in the presence of a holy man. But 
never at either pole or anywhere along the line that joins them do we find any suggestion that 
man has absolute rights over the animals, to do with them as he pleases. 

A stern insistence upon courtesy to the living creatures that share our world with us in com-
mon to the most diverse religious traditions. If a cobra comes into your garden, says a Moslem 
book of spiritual instruction, you may order it to leave at once. If it returns you should give it a 
second warning. And if it returns for the third time you are free to kill it. 

To treat such counsels as whimsical is to miss the point completely and to fall into the 
common contemporary error of dismissing fifty percent of the truth that comes our way as be-
longing to the realm of fairy tales and ignoring the other fifty per cent as “metaphysical”—and 
therefore incomprehensible or else irrelevant. The point of this particular story is that man by 
virtue of his “central”, viceregal position enjoys certain special privileges but does not enjoy 
the right to abuse these privileges. And the courtesy which it recommends is a courtesy based 
on awe and respect for all that lives. Also, no doubt, upon a certain sense of equality (to which 
countless traditional tales bear witness), not quite the same equality as that between man and 
man, but a relative equality nonetheless (those same traditional tales cite plenty of examples of 
the divinity manifesting itself through an animal). Formerly the world was thought to be made 
up of men and beasts; today it is a “human” world in which coal and oil and edible animals are 
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counted among exploitable riches which exist only for our use. 
But the attitude of respect and courtesy is far removed from the sentimentality which finds 

expression in such a dog-picture caption as this “See his looks—soulful, gentle, loving, loyal and 
almost human!” This is only too obviously the reverse side of the picture which includes our 
animal factories and the highly imaginative medical experiments carried out on animals. But the 
words “almost human” give the show away. Certain petted animals remind us of ourselves at 
our most soulful, gentle, loving and loyal and so long as we are kind to doggies and pussy-cats 
we need not be too troubled by the thought of less gentle and less loyal creatures exploited for 
our use. And indeed if the only claim that the beasts had upon us was based upon the fact that 
sometimes they can appear almost human we would be quite right to destroy them whenever 
it suits us. 

There is, however, a dark and threatening implication behind all the precautions with which 
men of earlier times surround themselves in their dealings with the animal world: the implica-
tion that abuse of these creatures can only lead to our own destruction and that what we do 
to them will eventually, by a simple process of cause-and-effect, be done to us. It was not for 
nothing that the North American Indian hunter underwent the most elaborate rituals of puri-
fication before taking on himself the huge responsibility of killing animals so that, clothed and 
fed, his people might continue to carry out their work of mediation between heaven and earth. 

By some curious irony, it is chiefly since men came to see themselves as no more than spe-
cially clever animals, without any “central” role, without any supernatural privileges, that they 
have treated the animal creation as totally alien and without rights of its own. But this must 
surely be passing a phase: the simple fact that “animal” = animal will sooner or later impose its 
logic and we shall see that the idea of special treatment for the two-legged as against the four-
legged is mere sentimentality. There are hundreds of millions of people in the world who get 
in the way of progress and, indeed, threaten civilisation. Their bones and their fatty substances 
could be put to good use. 

Meanwhile, as always, the world is full of mirrors and the animal creation still shows men 
their own reflection. It is perhaps an ogrish reflection, though it is not much noticed nowadays. 
For if the people of our time are fearful of shadows and worry themselves sick over trifles, it 
is also true that they are strangely unafraid when fear might seem more justified. Terrified of 
material insecurity, quick to obey authority and watchful of their pension rights, they stand up 
like heroes to tempt Providence and to commit outrages that could hardly be expected—in 
any world that made any kind of sense—to go unpunished. But real heroes know what they are 
doing, what they risk; whereas we whine indignantly about the nuclear bomb or bacteriological 
warfare as though these things threatened us by accident, the fault of a few naughty politicians 
and scientists. 

One of the earliest of the Moslem “Sufis” maters told his disciples, “When I commit a fault, 
I am made aware of it by my donkey’s temper”, and the Islamic tradition is full of stories to il-
lustrate the manner in which the animals hold up a mirror to man and reflect in their behaviour 
the success or failure of his manhood, as also the fear they have of all who are deeply involved 
in a human “worldliness” that ultimately threaten them. So Dermenghem tells of a student of 
Fez so poor that he lived in a cave and his single robe was in tatters. A gazelle used to come ev-
ery night and sleep beside him in his cave and all the dogs in the neighbourhood rejoiced when 
he passed. But one day his mother made a collection among his fellow students and, unknown 
to him, sowed a bag of money into his robe. That evening, when he climbed back to his cave, 
the dogs ran snapping and barking at his heels and, when we reached it, the gazelle fled from 
him. Late in the night, sleepless and troubled, he found the bag of money and flung it far from 
him. Before dawn the gazelle returned and next morning, when he went down the hill, the dogs 
danced for joy. 
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And it is said that the Companions once asked the Messenger of God, “Shall we be re-
warded for good done to animals?” “There will be a reward”, he said, “for whoever quenches 
the thirst of any creature endowed with a living heart”. 

But matters would still be comparatively simple if the inmost cores of responsibility reached 
outwards no further than the circle of living beings and stopped there. It does not stop there. 
At the heart of the most diverse religious traditions lies the doctrine that viceregal responsibil-
ity encompasses our environment as a whole and that the distinction between animate and 
inanimate is not final, that wood and stone and the very soil itself are within the circle of man’s 
power to redeem or to abuse. If Christianity has sometimes neglected this side of the matter, 
as Islam and Judaism have not, this is because the attention of Christians has been so focussed 
upon a single act of universal Redemption that the call to “imitate” Christ has been understood 
only in the most superficial, moral sense. 

In order to fulfil our function we must make some use of our environment for food, for 
clothing, for the instrument of our trade and indeed for the actual deployment of the possibili-
ties that lie within us, but the enjoyment of the good things available to us is conditional— 
“For the earth is the Lord’s”, say the Christians, and it is not as owners that we make use of it. 
The fear of “demons” (inhabiting inanimate matter or haunting the dark corners of the world) 
which has been found so widely among “primitive” peoples and dismissed by anthropologists 
as “animism” or the personification of natural objects, is a vestigial trace of the once universal 
knowledge that all things have a claim upon us, a claim which, if it is ignored must bring certain 
consequences in its train—it is not demons but consequences that haunt the dark forest, as they 
do the madman’s dreams—and the praise of poverty that is found at some point in all religions 
has a more than personal, moral significance, implying as it does that man is to be parsimonious 
in the use he makes of his natural environment and is not free to treat it as children treat a bag 
of sweets. 

Obligations, however, carry privileges with them (the reverse side of this coin is a platitude) 
and man has the special power of being able to take the inanimate into his hands and make it 
beautiful. This, one might say, is the exercise of his redemptive power—to bring into the light 
of day the meaning that is only implicit in brute matter and to give form to what was until then 
no more than a dark, inchoate longing for the miracle of form. Here, most of all, the clumsy 
two-legged one can call himself King of the Castle, bestowing nobility where he will; and here 
is the contradiction to all fear and all parsimony, if only a man were big enough to get a grip on 
the very globe itself and bring out its meaning. 

All sacred art is rooted in the certainty that the artist, by virtue of his “central” role and by 
the skill with which he fulfils his role, acts as a channel through which the patterns of heaven 
enlighten the material of our earthly environment. And the forms and canons of a particular 
artistic tradition exist to express meaning in exactly the same way that the words of a particular 
language exist, not merely as pleasing sounds, but as tools with which to say something. The 
making of things that are themselves meaningful in terms of a specific artistic language and the 
incorporation of these things into a human realm that is saturated with meaning is in essence a 
“viceregal” function; and in this case matter has been twice blessed, first by becoming a vehicle 
of meaning and then by participation in the ritual and religious life whereby the human com-
munity maintains contact with the source of meaning itself. 

Here then we have two concepts, two attitudes between which there can be no reconcilia-
tion: on the one hand, a world that is material for the creation of beauty; on the other, a world 
that is fodder for the human animal and grist for his mills. And here also we are reminded of 
the distinction made earlier between that which is drawn out of the river of change for endur-
ing use, and that which is merely devoured and excreted in the process of man’s “metabolism 
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with nature”. In terms of that reverence for the natural world which, like respect for the animal 
realm, was once normal to man, beauty is never a luxury—it is an essential condition of use. 

“We of the 19th and 20th centuries have the unenviable distinction of having created the 
first ugly civilisation in the long history of mankind. The industrial age has brought innumerable 
benefits, but it has created an environment for man that is visually little short of a nightmare”.2 

There are those who would say that this environment is itself the product of a nightmare—one 
in which man as such has lost his dignity and his heritage, reduced to the status of a dumb beast 
in a world without meaning and consumed by his own ravenous appetites. 

The riches of the modern world are unearned riches, for it is only by fulfilling some small 
part of his viceregal function that man earns the right to make use of his environment. We see 
a caricature of this belief in the contemporary view that “unearned incomes” are wicked and 
that we have a right only to what we earn by our mental or physical labour (labour that is, by 
definition, a labour of exploitation); whereas the ancient view was that man has earned what 
he is able to assimilate spiritually, what he can love as well as use and what he can raise from 
obscurity into the daylight of beauty and significance. Whatever else he takes to himself is sto-
len property. 

Social morality, censorious of theft from our own kind, cannot take account of responsibil-
ity to and for creation. At any and every time conflicts must arise between the “two moralities” 
(though they are in fact situated at different levels and must therefore be in some measure 
complementary to each other), but when the very idea of a duty beyond that which we owe 
to our neighbour is lost sight of or dismissed as irrelevant to human needs, then social morality 
inflates to fill the vacuum and, from being functional, becomes “absolute”. At the same time it 
changes character, becoming more and more a question of self-interest (or what is thought to be 
self-interest) writ large. The beast that digs and forages and consumes, blind to everything but 
its immediate needs, is then no longer the individual man: it is the social collectivity as a whole, 
making use of its power to appeal to the “better natures” of its component individuals (in terms 
of morality, altruism and other high-sounding principles) the better to subordinate them to its 
ultimately self-destroying purpose. For the short-sightedness of self-interest is proverbial and 
social morality, no longer dwarfed by the vision of horizons wider than those of the “human 
animal”, must eventually degenerate into the attitude of a parasite greedily unaware that it is 
destroying its host. 

Such a situation as ours, in which the common assumptions of this particular moment in 
time are imposed upon everyone by a vast educational machine, can be “put in its place” only if 
it is set in juxtaposition to some totally different situation based upon quite other assumptions 
regarding the nature and destiny of man. Contemporary science fiction has been used on a num-
ber of occasions to drive home the point that our world is not necessarily The World and that 
our way of life is not the only way open to rational beings, but it is not really necessary to reach 
out to the stars in order to make comparisons. In the past two hundred years the European has 
destroyed or corrupted a great number of ancient cultures which, if we have the courage and 
the honesty to look into the mirror they provide, show us all that we need to know of ourselves. 

No history has ever been written of this cultural holocaust (for the Communists are by no 
means alone in making history fit theory). A man might usefully make a lifetime study of the 
impact of Western civilisation upon some corner of Asia or Africa without exhausting the les-
sons to be drawn from it. But, for our present purpose, the most striking and the most illumi-
nating examples lie in the very heartland of the modern world—in the encounter between the 

Sir John Rothenstein in The Times, 20th February 1965. 
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invading palefaced people and the “Indians” of North America. 
There were, at the time of the European invasion, some six hundred Indian nations or social 

groups in America north of the Rio Grande. Between them they brought to life—and lived out 
in body and soul—an astonishing variety of religious and social patterns, so that it might be said 
that if no other human beings had ever existed on the face of the earth the richness of human 
possibilities would still have had its flowering. 

And yet there was a certain unity in the midst of this astonishing diversity, the factor of 
unity being the realisation or actualisation—under many different forms—of man’s viceregal 
identity. Indeed, it could be said that this factor of unity was itself the source out of which all 
this rich diversity flowed. A prophetic genius which was once, perhaps, the distinguishing qual-
ity of the human as against the animal creature survived in that strangely virgin land of forest 
and mountain, plain and desert, long after it had become—for other races—no more than a 
rumour voiced in myth and dubious history. 

It was almost as though, for this small segment of humanity, the world was not yet a fallen 
world (although, from another point of view, the hardness of the Indian’s life and his deep 
awareness of pain suggest that it was only by an act of supreme heroism that he preserved a fla-
vour of the Golden Age in a darkened universe). In his relationship with the natural world and 
with the beasts around him and, above all, in his intimate awareness of the neighbourly powers 
of heaven, he was a living exemplar of human qualities that are scarcely dreamed of in our time. 
It is an exemplar that should have a particular appeal for an age which often makes a “cult” of 
the development of the human personality; for the chief object of the Indian’s art was himself. 

This art, says Schuon, is “concentrated, direct and bold”, a framework for the human per-
son. In the midst of an intensely perceived environment of landscape, of sky and stars, of natural 
elements and wild beasts, this man wore the garments of one who knows himself to be king of 
the great castle of creation: “his majestic head-dresses (above all his great array of eagle feath-
ers), his dress streaming with fringes and embroidered with solar symbols, the bright-patterned 
mocassins which seem designed to take away from the feet all heaviness and all uniformity, the 
feminine robes of an exquisite simplicity...” 3 Man dresses the part that his culture tells him he 
is called upon to play, but in traditional societies he dresses (or paints himself ) also as a means 
of showing in visible form the true identity that is hidden within the bodily shell. If he dresses 
as a “god”, this is because he believes the “god” inhabits his innermost being, and his costume 
is like a mask which expresses what is most enduring in him, covering the plasticity of flesh, 
which changes, ages from year to year (an image of becoming and of our incorporation in the 
flux of time), with a changeless image. 

The North American Indian, says Schuon, had no intention of “fixing” himself on this earth, 
where things crystallise or petrify in time if they do not evaporate: “this explains his aversion 
to houses, expecially stone ones, and also the absence of writing which, from his perspective, 
would ‘fix’ and ‘kill’ the sacred flow of the spirit... The Red man’s sanctuary is everywhere; 
and this is also why the earth should remain intact, virgin and sacred, as when it left the Divine 
Hands...”4 For many of the nomadic tribes, the notion of putting plough or spade to the earth 
would have been exactly comparable to what desecration of the High Altar is for the Christian. 
In certain of his rites he humbled himself before the whole of creation, because all visible things 
were created before him and, being older than he, deserved respect; but, at the same time, man 
was preeminent because he alone was capable of knowing the “Great Spirit” (Wakan Tanka, in 

3 Language of the Self: Frithjof Schuon. (Ganesh & Co.). p. 122 
4 Ibid, pp. 120-121 
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Sioux terms). As Viceroy he knew and listened to his Master, and as Viceroy he respected and 
spoke to his province. 

In order to discern the tragic nature of the white man’s impact upon such a culture as this 
it is not essential to believe that the Indians view of the world was correct, although this was 
the kind of view that humanity has taken through most of its history, and even the most brash 
newcomer must surely hesitate before dismissing it out of hand. The one essential is that we 
should put aside for a moment the conviction that our way of living and thinking and acting 
is the only valid way and look with unprejudiced eyes upon this particular “clash of cultures”. 

But if one believes that the modern view stands in relation to the traditional beliefs of our 
kind as an aberration (or simply as a state of “ignorance” in the exact sense of the term), then 
what happened was not merely tragic, it was diabolical. The destruction of bridges that link 
heaven and earth, providing men with the means of fulfilling their viceregal function, is always 
a diabolical thing and must be expected to bring in its train the most appalling consequences 
for the world as a whole. 

“The conscious, calculated, methodical—and by no means anonymous—destruction of the 
Redskin race, of their traditions and of their culture, in Northern America and partly also in 
South America” says Schuon, “far from having been an inevitable process... remains in reality 
one of the greatest crimes and one of the most arrant acts of vandalism of which history has 
retained the memory.”5 Since the presence in their midst of people who find meaning in the 
world is intolerable to those who think themselves the victims of a meaningless universe, the 
basic structure of his spiritual existence had to be destroyed. “First, in the Sioux country, the 
Army crushed the Sun Dance with armed force. Then the missionaries influenced the Bureau 
of Indian Affairs to impose regulations against not only the Sun Dance but all ‘pagan’ ceremo-
nies which, they believed, impeded the progress of the Indians towards Christian civilisation. 
The Interior Department framed a criminal code forbidding Indian religious practices...”6 But 
it was not as Christian missionaries, trying to impose one code of meaning upon another, that 
the white man descended upon the Indians. It was as a horde in which rapacity had already 
destroyed the spiritual heritage which had been its birthright. 

These invaders differed from those others who, in one part of the world or another, had 
burst their frontiers in an access of super-abundant energy, because they alone had achieved 
the capacity to look upon everything in creation as material for exploitation, seeing a tree only 
as timber, a lamb only as meat and a mountain only as the site for a quarry. This single-minded 
rapacity, now taken for granted as “natural” to man, was so strange to the Indians of the 18th 
and 19th centuries that the invaders might as well have come from another planet. Even their 
descendants hesitate to speak of the “nameless thing” for which their languages offer no ap-
propriate term —the combination of greed and fraud and perfidy which they encountered in 
their dealings with the white man. Nothing in their previous experience had forewarned them 
that men could be like that. 

But rapacity breeds its own skills, and the invaders, though to Indian eyes they appeared 
ignorant, physically dirty, mostly drunken and, in general, both godless and lawless, carried 
dreadful weapons in their hands and enjoyed all the advantages which the unprincipled enjoy 
in their dealings with those for whom honour is paramount. The hordes spread out over a land 
of almost magical richness, untapped, unravaged, in which the very trees had been regarded as 
temple pillars and the earth itself too sacred to be trodden except by winged mocassins, and 

5 Etudes Traditionnelles: Nov.-Dec. 1961 Article Chamanisome peaurouge: Frithjof Schuon. 
6 Indians of the Americas: John Collier. (Mentor Books) p. 137. 
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congratulated themselves upon pursuing so worthily their civilising mission. 
For the victims of this mission there could only be, in the words of a former U.S. Com-

missioner of Indian Affairs, “sadness deeper than imagination can hold—sadness of men com-
pletely conscious, watching the universe being destroyed by a numberless and scorning foe...”7 

John Collier, who had a unique opportunity to know these people and who wrote of them, 
“They had what the world has lost... The ancient, lost reverence and passion for human per-
sonality joined with the ancient, lost reverence and passion for the earth and its web of life,” 
emphasises the quality of sadness rather than anger in the Indian’s assessment of his dealings 
with the white man. Perhaps this sadness includes a certain pity for all of us, since humanity is 
ultimately indivisible. 

It was on land long held sacred (and kept intact from human scarring) and from particles 
of matter once thought to be beads in the garment of the “Great Spirit” that the first nuclear 
weapons were developed. And there, high over the land which had once been too holy to suf-
fer the touch of spade or plough, the first of the “mushroom clouds” spread its grim canopy. 

* * * 

When the Westerner is asked in what period of history he would have chosen to be born, had 
the choice been offered him, he chooses—if he is sensible—the present day. He is a twentieth-
century man with a twentieth century face and twentieth-century emotions. Transported, just 
as he is, to some other period of time he would be unspeakably miserable. But when he assumes 
that the people of other times must have led lives of complete wretchedness because he, in 
their place, would be wretched, he is allowing subjectivism to run away with his judgment. He 
needs all that the modern world can offer in the way of richness and he could do with more of 
it, but this need is in fact an aspect of his twentieth-century nature and he has no grounds for 
supposing that all men in all times have had similar needs. 

The invalid must have comforts and delicacies for which the healthy man would have no 
use, and if we are deprived of our real function in the universe then we are indeed sick with 
the most debilitating and demoralising of diseases, that of uselessness. If the human creature 
is—as was generally supposed—designed for the use of God, as a channel of communication 
between his given world and all that lies beyond it, then he will not find satisfaction in serving 
other masters. The service of his fellow creatures or of the State or of some “ideal” can never 
be more than a substitute and, when time has worked its disillusionment, the exhausted “do 
gooder”, the worn component of the State machine and the embittered idealist are not really so 
very different to the ageing man who has pursued enjoyment throughout his life and has come 
now to the end of the road. 

“We have the possibility,” said Simone Weil, “of being mediators between God and the 
part of creation which is confided to us. Our consent is necessary, so that through us he should 
perceive his own creation...”8 adding, later in the same book, “Every creature who has come to 
perfect obedience constitutes a singular mode, unique, irreplaceable, of the presence, knowl-
edge and operation of God in the world”.9 When man is called upon to break down the ob-
structions raised by his own anxious and demanding selfhood this is not because “unselfishness” 
is a socially useful virtue: it is in order that he may provide a clear channel through which grace 

7  John Collier. Op cit. p. 104.
	
8 La Pesanteur et la Grace: Simone Weil (Pion) p. 46.
	
9 Ibid. p. 55.
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may descend and vivify the things of the world and through which the achieved glories of the 
world may be, as it were, carried back to their source. Our immortality is as a window, not as 
a wall. 

But men are not conceived to remain for ever embryos—or for ever children, adults or old 
men. Nor is a child to be considered simply as an undeveloped adult, or an aged man as an adult 
in decay. In our ultimate identity we are all that we have ever been together with all that we 
are yet to be, and if a man’s life makes sense it does so as a whole, not in terms of this or that 
cross-section apparent at a given moment, but as it might be seen from beyond time. Now, said 
the Rabbi Baalshem on his death-bed, now I know why I was born! 

The pattern of any given life can be seen only when it is completed. It is said that some 
few are so gifted that they can perceive the outlines of the whole from a small fragment of ac-
tion—just as the decisive qualities of a man’s character may sometimes show themselves in a 
mannerism or in the way he reacts to a particular crisis (for there is a sense in which the whole 
must be expressed in every part)—but this is outside the competence of ordinary human judg-
ment, which generalises too readily from the fragmentary. Masking, as we have seen is often a 
sympton of a man’s need to disguise characteristics which he knows are not really significant 
in terms of his true identity but by which he would be judged and assessed if he allowed them 
to be seen. In the same way that a profound maturing of the personality is often preceded by a 
period of great uneasiness and even of physical illness, so a man’s best qualities may first show 
themselves in clumsy and inept forms, the personality as such taking its first awkward steps at 
a new level. There are human states which can be judged only in terms of what they will lead 
to in ten or twenty years time. 

The freedom we require of society is the freedom to actualise what in truth we are. “For 
Thou hast said, ‘Although I know thy secret, nevertheless declare it now in thine outward 
act’”.10 Just as the artist is called upon not so much to impose meaning upon material objects as 
to bring out into the light of day a significance already inherent in them, so man as such is called 
upon to show—within the limits of the earthly context—what his real name is; for, says Rumi, 
“that which is our end is really our Name with God”.11 

If man is a “central” being, a Viceroy, as the traditional doctrines of humanity maintain, 
then this is the starting point of his acts of self-revelation. But there are as many ways of exer-
cising the viceregal function as there are living men. “Everyone”, says Martin Buber (quoting a 
Chassidic saying), “should know and remember that his state is unique in the world and that 
no one ever lived who was exactly the same as he, for had there ever been anyone exactly the 
same as he there would have been no need for him to have existed; but in reality each person 
is a new thing in the world, and he should make his individuality complete, for the coming of 
the Messiah is delayed through it not being complete”.12 

And in this the Jews voice another’s belief that is implicit in the most diverse traditional 
teachings, the belief that the created world itself exists so that certain possibilities—a store of 
latent meaning—which can find outward expression only in the peculiar conditions of space 
and time may be demonstrated and exhausted, and that creation cannot come to its end and its 
final redemption until all that can be said has been said and all that can be done has been done. 
The fulfilment of these possibilities is yet another aspect of the viceregal function and therefore 
of human responsibility. 

10 Mathnawi of Jalalu `din Rumi 1.60. 
11 Ibid 1.1244. 
12 Jewish Mysticism and the Legends of Baalshem: Martin Buber (J. M. Dent) p. 29. 
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Indeed, it is here that responsibility starts, acting upon the first of all the things we are given 
to act upon—our own most intimate individuality—and so working its way from the centre 
outwards towards the peripheral world. But when we consider a particular being’s success or 
failure in expressing what he exists to express (so far as we can guess at it) we have to keep 
one essential fact in view: this achievement does not necessarily obey the laws of growth and 
maturity as we know them, and it may show itself in youth (or even in childhood), so that the 
rest of this particular life-span seems like a dusty anti-climax, or it may flower in old age, like 
a bloom on a dying plant, when all the useful powers of mind and body have fallen into decay. 
Its timing is not by our clocks. 

But any talk of “individuality” carries with it, particularly in the modern context, certain 
grave dangers of misunderstanding. Too often it suggests a self-enclosed “subject” set down in 
a predominantly hostile world of “objects”, and this “subject” or person is regarded as a com-
plex of thoughts and emotions, hereditary and acquired characteristics, rolled into a ball that 
is then kicked and buffetted by “outside” circumstances. We cannot begin to understand the 
traditional view of man unless we realise that these circumstances are themselves an aspect of 
the individuality insofar as they are its destiny. 

The ultimate “subject”, the innermost core of man’s being, is not perceived by the mind, 
the emotions or the senses. These are objects of its awareness. There is no radical distinction to 
be made between what a man is given in the way of mind, emotional make-up and body on the 
one hand and, on the other, what he is given in the way of outward circumstances and environ-
ment. Together they form a significant whole and all are aspects of a particular individual life. 

The being between birth and death scrawls—in matter and in events—a pattern which, 
taken as a whole, expresses his unique identity. This man, So-and-So, is not a sealed personal-
ity moving through an alien environment. He is the sum total of all that he does and all that 
happens to him and all that comes within his range, spread out (from our point of view) in 
time and space, but a single, timeless fact in the mind of God. What we are and where we are 
cannot ultimately be divided. And to accept our destiny is to accept ourselves, recognising that 
what happens to us is as much a part of our nature—in the widest sense—as, the most initmate 
contours of our own selfhood. It is sometimes said that the fatal bullet has its victim’s name 
upon it and fits no other flesh. 

In the last resort, a man looks at the love or anger or fear within himself and says, So this is 
me. Looks at his withered hand or wounded foot and says, So this is me. Looks at the woman he 
has married or the garden he has planted and says, So this is me. Looks finally upon his enemy 
and upon his death and says, So this is me. But in saying this he bears witness to the fact that he 
is also incomparably more than an itemised list of the elements that make up his individuality 
and its inseparable field of action. 

And in acknowledging so much that is a part of ourselves (since our boundaries extend to 
the furthest horizons we can see from our particular vantage point) we make an act of recog-
nition which actualises what was inherent in us from the start—almost as though we existed 
only to discover what was always there—recognising our name-tag on everything that comes 
our way. But the part of us that is our destiny, streaming in upon us in the form of “outside” 
events through the course of time, can be recognised as belonging to our own particular pat-
tern only when it has happened. The religious man can say, “Thy will be done!” as a statement 
of his intention to accept this will when it has been done and is apparent to him, but it is not 
our nature to be able to foresee the future except under the most unusual circumstances. In 
general, acceptance of destiny is acceptance of what has happened, not of what might happen 
(but might be prevented). 

Islam, which is—in the highest degree—the religion of submission to destiny, is also the 
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religion of Holy War. And there are, for Islam, two aspects to this “Jihad”, the “lesser” one 
being the war against all that makes for disunity and separation in our environment and the 
“greater” being the war against all that makes for disunity and separation within ourselves. The 
nature of this war is illuminated by the fact that as soon as the battle—or a particular phase 
of the battle—is over the outcome, whether victory or defeat, is to be accepted as God’s will 
and as the only means whereby a particular “message” could find expression in human events. 

Islam requires that men should fight with all the strength they have against what seems 
to them evil, hostile or destructive, but that in doing so they should keep always in mind the 
Quoranic phrase which is heard so constantly in the conversation of Moslems—“But God 
knows best...” In other words, since it is in the nature of things that we should have some 
powers of judgment and discrimination, we must use these powers and act upon them, but 
our action always takes place in the half-light, provisional and liable to correction in terms of 
a total pattern of which we are unaware. When we fail, it is because success at that particular 
moment and in that particular context would have been a monstrous thing, contrary to sense 
and opposed to what we are and always have been beyond our deployment in time. 

The stars are in their places. Wind and weather, expressing the nature of the terrestial world, 
have carved their meaning upon the mountains. And men “who understand” (to use the phrase 
that occurs again and again in the Qoran) set themselves to read the “signs” that are given them 
in the natural world and in the events which come upon them, convinced that nothing can be 
ignored, nothing is irrelevant—not the chance word, not the unexpected encounter, not the 
fragmentary dream—and that the pattern which is their “Name with God” is being revealed 
from moment to moment, as though by so many brush strokes (often meaningless if considered 
singly, but each one essential to the achievement of the final picture). 

But the fact that a man’s efforts meet with failure can never be taken (as some have sup-
posed) to imply that the effort should never have been made. That this effort should have been 
made was as necessary to the pattern as was its defeat—or its apparent defeat (since “unsuc-
cessful” action can have a profound influence upon events); nor does the fact that a particular 
cause may seem to have been totally defeated mean that it was “wrong” and that the cause 
which triumphed was “right”. Our powers of judgment do not extend far enough to assess the 
ultimate outcome of the efforts we make, and we cannot see the end of their repercussions 
in the course of time. Indeed, time itself—and our inability to look ahead into the future in 
the way we look back at the past—is the precondition of our particular kind of freedom as 
creatures existing here and now, and it is time that makes possible the exercise of viceregal 
responsibility. 

The complaint that such conditional freedom permits no more than the acting out of a 
play already written and concluded, is like the argument between “free will” and determinism, 
based upon a confusion of perspectives and of levels. Whatever the doctrinal differences—the 
differences of statement—between the world’s religions, all acknowledge that the future is 
“known to God”, or already inherent within the ultimate matrix of Reality and that, in a certain 
sense, all that is to happen is already “there”. What matters from our point of view is that it is 
not yet here—and that we are not God. For us it has not yet happened. That is why we exist, 
our identity fragmented in space and time, and, as the fragments are gathered and the identity 
put together again, we are actualising here and now something that—in our given condition— 
we cannot know in any other way. 

And because that part of our environment with which we come into contact in the course 
of our existence is itself an aspect of our ultimate identity, it can be said that the Viceroy’s 
real field of action is always himself and that the only battle he fights is in Moslem terms—the 
“Greater Holy War”, which is the battle for self-unification. But, because we are what we are, 
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the actual distinction between “subjective” and “objective” remains a fact of experience and 
provides the framework within which we operate. And it is perfectly possible to operate in 
terms of this distinction without imagining that it has any validity beyond our particular local-
ity. 

What matters, perhaps, is the awareness that the conditions which govern this cockpit of 
ours are indeed local and relative and that we ourselves have a dual nature, at once subject to 
these conditions in out daily lives (through our mentality, our emotions and our senses) and 
at the same time transcending them at another level of our being. This awareness, although it 
took so many different forms and was often implicit rather than expressed, was once universal. 
Its loss has made invalids of us. 

The people of other times knew suffering as we do and, so far as the limits of recorded his-
tory go, may have known more of it. But they did not have our acquaintance with meaningless 
suffering and its partner, despair, which adds an entirely new dimension to pain and misfortune. 
And if many of them accepted their destiny as something imposed by the nature of things 
rather than as an aspect of their own identity in the course of actualisation, their acceptance had 
its roots nonetheless in a traditional wisdom which gave purpose and meaning to acceptance. 
What are for us abstractions (or fairy tales) were, for them, realities. They could do without the 
luxuries which we need to make our wretchedness momentarily tolerable. 

And in the context of a world that made sense, a sense that was bound to evaporate as 
soon as men no longer incorporated it in their daily lives and in all that they touched or had to 
do with, the viceregal function lay at the heart of all other human functions. If the world has 
changed, this only reflects the change in the idea we now have of our place in it. When the 
Viceroy lets go of the reins, all things run wild. 
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Book Reviews
	
THE UNIVERSAL MEANING OF THE KABBALAH


 by Leo Schaya. 

(Allen and Unwin, £3.25).
	

There is no doubt that serious students of any religious tradition will have their studies consid-
erably enriched by the publication of this valuable book. For too long there has been little accu-
rate material available on the Kabbalah in English, apart from the scholarly works of Gershom 
Scholem and the excellent introduction to the subject by C. Ginsburg The Kabbalah, published 
by Routledge and Kegan Paul. 

Professor Scholem has particularly been responsible for the correct placing and valuation of 
the subject for all interested in the deeper understanding of the Bible and the esoteric Jewish 
tradition. He has rescued it from its long association in people’s minds solely with many of the 
more bizarre aspects of magic and set a climate where again a true study such as Leo Schaya’s 
book can appear. 

A traditional legend has it that the wisdom of the Kabbalah was first revealed to a school 
of angels as instruction. It was then handed down by the angels to Adam. After the fall it was 
given again to Noah. Abraham took it into Egypt. From Egypt it spread to other Eastern nations. 
Moses learned it in Egypt but received lessons from the angels in the desert. From Moses it was 
handed down by oral teaching from generation to generation. In the thirteenth century the Kab-
balistic teaching were compiled in a comprehensive commentary on the five books of Moses 
accredited to Rabbi Moses of Lyon in the ‘Sepher ha Zohar’ or ‘Book of Splendour’. 

It has been the invisible thread linking the great teachers and masters through all the cen-
turies. 

The Kabbalah contains an essential Theosophy. It is a revelation which gives the key to the 
working of the Eternal at all levels of existence. It attempts to resolve such questions which 
come to our dualistic minds as the apparent conflict between good and evil, and to what degree 
the Creator is Transcendent and Immanent. To the first question the Kabbalah would teach 
that what man calls ‘evil’ is really only His rigour exercising itself as Grace to deny the denial 
of Him, so leading all creatures in Eternity to return to His Unity. To the second the Creater 
is transcendent in the sense that all power emanates through the Triads and Septagons of the 
Sephirotic Tree to every level of the universe where He is always immanent. 

The text itself can hardly be criticised. It is clear, concise and authoritative, but the edition 
can be criticised, albeit in rather small ways. For example, the English title does not describe 
the content nearly as well as a direct translation of the original French title L’Homme et l’Absolu 
selon la Kabbale. The English titles gives the impression that more aspects are covered by the 
text than is actually the case. The diagram on the dust jacket is a somewhat unusual representa-
tion of the Tree of the Sefiroth, substituting as it does Gedolah for Hesed and Geburah for Din, 
as in fact, is shown on the diagrams in the text on page 29. There are also too many printers 
errors. In a book retailing at £3.25 one would have expected rather better proof reading. 

Having originally read the excellent translation in manuscript by Nancy Pearson, one finds 
slight changes made apparently for the sake of change by the editor. 

All the above, however, are small points compared with the value of the work. One cer-
tainly hopes that the many references, particularly those to the Zohar, are followed up by those 
who read the book. They are very well chosen indeed, and illuminate the text considerably. 

So many people today ignore the Old Testament as a text for the better understanding of 
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the perennial esoteric tradition, and they turn to sacred books not part of the tradition which is 
closer to them. This makes the publication of The Universal Meaning of the Kabbalah a signifi-
cant step in redressing the balance. 

J. L. SOMERS. 

A GENERAL THEORY OF MAGIC. 

by Marcel Mauss. Translated from the French by Robert Brain.
	

(Routledge and Kegan Paul. £2.25).
	

That this altogether serious work of a French social anthropologist, first published in the An-
née Sociologiqué in 1902, should now be appearing in an English edition, shows how little has 
research in the field of magic officially advanced over the past seventy years, and how tenacious 
are academic habits (or prejudices) of enquiry. 

Magic can be defined rudimentarily as the materialization and manipulation of forces and 
phenomena from the subtle or animic domain, effected through the psychic powers of the ma-
gician, with or without the collaboration of creatures belonging to the subtle order. The author 
of this book does not, however, distinguish between magic and theurgy—theurgy being the 
same principle transposed to the supraformal or noumenal (angelic) realm, with the hierophant 
replacing the magician—and such a concept even escapes him entirely despite his documenting 
phenomena in this category, since for him on the contrary magic becomes “degenerate” when 
“contaminated by religion ... [which] grew up out of the failures and mistakes of magic”. 

The ground covered by Marcel Mauss, who writes with the presumption that the reader 
shares his own disbelief in the supernatural reality of magical phenomena, includes Australia, 
Melanesia, Malaysia, certain North American Woodland Indian tribes, Mexico, Vedic India, 
ancient Greece and Rome, early European folklore, and the Middle Ages. 

Magical practice for Mauss is purely “sustained by tradition or a permanent act of faith”, 
magical judgments being prior to magical experience. There is no sense proof, no objective re-
ality; all is “prejudice”, “sleight of hand”, “error of perception”. “The synthesis between cause 
and effect occurs only in public opinion” : a result is imagined to happen because it is desired. 
Whether mana, siddhi, avois, waken, orenda, or manitou, it comes to the same; we are squarely 
and subjectively in “the domain of wish-fulfilment”. The key idea which Mauss keeps pound-
ing home is that magicians “have merely appropriated to themselves the collective forces of 
society”. The magician “pretends” because society forces him to it, “pretence” and “public cre-
dulity” being “two sides of the same coin”. When an operation fails, one simply imputes this to 
a countermagic, and credulity remains entire. How, asks Mauss, can a sorcerer believe in what 
he knows to be false? Answer : he falls prey to illusion in the “cataleptic” state he has assumed, 
—not to mention the portion that can be written off as pure “cynicism”. And yet the author 
admits that one magician will go to another for healing ! “In magic and religion the individual 
does not reason, or if he does his reasoning is unconscious”.) (Tell this to St. Thomas Aquinas). 
Who, then, reasoned out the rituals in the first place? Well, magicians kind of “stumbled across 
the idea of causality”. 

Mauss draws on alchemy to demonstrate that the “sympathetic formulas” attaching to 
rites, and the “magical properties” attributed to ceremonial objects, are largely superfluous in 
thaumaturgical operations. But the analogy does not hold, since alchemy is a sapiential spiritual 
method—as becomes particularly evident in the late Renaissance texts—where the substances 
and formulae enjoined are precisely gratuitous,—in the way, that is, that a Zen koan can be 
called “gratuitous”, for in neither case is the metaphorical terminology devoid of meaning; the 
adepts of the Hermetic arts exploited moreover the practical advantage of an arcanum which 
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by its nature could not clash with the more voluntaristic approach of devotional Christian 
mysticism. 

Early in his book the author alleges as an argument against credence the abnormal or un-
couth characteristics of magicians and sorcerers : “Any infirmity suffices, such as a limp, a hump 
or blindness. Over-sensitivity to the reactions of normal people, a persecution complex or 
delusions of grandeur may predispose them to believing themselves capable of special pow-
ers.” Magic likewise favours those on the margin of society—”pedlars, hawkers, jugglers and 
neurotics”, old women and little children, barbers, blacksmiths, gravediggers, and executioners 
; also, any skill that borders on the marvellous, any trade that traffics in the eerie. Conversely, 
even priests and tribal chiefs qualify by their somewhat superhuman status. This homage to the 
entire fraternity notwithstanding, it does in fact happen that people with psychic “fissures” are 
more prone than others to interferences from the subtle order ; but here again a clear distinc-
tion must be drawn between the pure passivity of mediums and the active control required of 
a magician to dominate the powers he brings into play. 

The author concludes that society’s collective fascination with magic over the centuries— 
the desire to understand and master nature—has as a positive con-sequence mothered analyti-
cal research, the methods of classification and systematization that characterize modern science. 
There is no doubt in his mind that where “all trace of mystery disappears we enter the realms of 
science and technology”. By this he is really saying that modern science and technology are cut 
off completely from any domain higher than the material. The case of ancient Egypt alone— 
where a highly developed science flourished along with an equally developed magic —suffices 
perfectly to refute his thesis. 

There exists an eighteenth century English engraving of The Philosopher Deriding Magic; 
we see him plunged in his books in the light of a sputtering torch held by an unperceived phan-
tom, while just within the shadows leers a weird assortment of frights grimacing derisorily at 
the sight of this pedant so blandly bemused with a skull at his elbow. 

Such could be the portrait of Marcel Mauss. 
WHITALL N. PERRY 

A DICTIONARY AND GLOSSARY OF THE KORAN 

by John Penrice.
	

(Curzon Press, £3.75).
	

A reprint of this most useful glossary of the Koran is much to be welcomed. John Penrice’s 
work was first published 1873. It is now re-issued with a new introduction by Professor R. B. 
Serjeant. It is to be hoped that a working tool as practical as this will tempt more students of 
comparative religion, as well as non-Arabic speaking Moslems, to tackle the original Arabic of 
the Book which Marmaduke Pickthall described as “that inimitable symphony, the very sounds 
of which move men to tears and ecstasy”. 

W.S.S. 
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Correspondence
	

LOGIC AND THE ABSOLUTE 

Sir, 
Regarding Mr. Sherrard’s article on Logic and the Absolute in the Spring issue of Studies, the 

issues which he discusses are certainly real on the formal level and do represent in a certain 
sense what Mr. Sherrard describes “as perennially divergent tendencies manifested by man in 
his attempt to give his doctrinal understanding an adequate linguistic formulation”, but there 
are various ways of discussing these issues and the one which Mr. Sherrard has chosen suffers 
from the double disadvantage of being too limited in its outlook and not being able to situate 
the various factors involved in their proper perspective. However legitimate it may be on its 
own level, the Christian theological position concerning the nature of meta-physical Reality is 
far from being the final word on the question as the writings of St. Dionysius the Areopagite 
and other Christian contemplatives make quite clear, and it is just as possible to show the fun-
damental identity of the Christian and Platonic points of view on the level where this identity 
exists—the level of essential and universal truth from which both traditions proceed—as it is to 
show the contrary on the plane of forms. Far more important than the theologians’ perspective 
for understanding the Christian conception of metaphysical Reality is that of the Christian con-
templatives whose writings offer us a more direct formulation of what constitutes the essence 
of Christian spirituality than do those of the theologians. 

This is the case notably with the writings of St. Dionysius the Areopagite who was a disciple 
of St. Paul and whose orthodoxy from the time when his works first became known to the 
“general public” in the year 532 A.D. up to the end of the Middle Ages was never questioned. 
In fact the whole doctrine of the Eastern Church is Dionysian in the sense that it is based on 
the distinction, fundamental in his doctrine, between the Divine Essence (ousia) and the “ener-
gies” or operations, a distinction which was reaffirmed at the Council of 1351 at the time of 
the controversy between St. Gergory Palamas and the Calabrian monk Barlaam. Like-wise in 
the Latin Church his works have enjoyed a favour and authority among contemplatives which 
has hardly been equalled by any other writings except the Gospels and the Old Testament. St. 
Bonaventura tells us in his De Reductione Artium ad Theoligiam that St. Dionysius was chosen 
by Mediaeval contemplatives as the most suitable among the ancients to be their guide just as 
St. Augustine was chosen to be the guide of the doctors of the law and St. Gregory to be the 
guide of the-preachers. St. Maximus the Confessor (580-662 A.D.) and St. John of Damascus (d. 
749) both Easterners, wrote commentaries on his works and John Scotus Erigena (815?-877?) 
translated his works into Latin along with the commentary of St. Maximus and made them 
the basis of his great work De Divisione Naturae. Among those in the Latin Church who are 
known to have studied his writings we find Gilbert de la l’orée, famous bishop of Poitiers, John 
of Salisbury, Thierry of Chartres, Peter Lombard, Alexandre of Hales, William of Paris, Vincent 
of Beauvais, St. Anselm, St. Albert the Great, St. Thomas Aquinus, Hugo of St. Victor, Richard 
of St. Victor, St. Bonaventura, Meister Eckhart, Ulrich Engleberti, the Cardinal Nicolas of Cusa, 
Jean of Ruysbroek, Thomas A Kempis, Denis the Carthusian, and the unknown fourteenth 
century author of The Cloud of Unknowing who includes in his work an English translation, of 
the Theologia Mystica of St. Dionysius under the title Denis Hid Divinity. It is only with the Re-
naissance that his writings went out of favour as did the contemplative perspective in general, 
but by that time the whole character of Western civilization had changed and the specifically 
traditional civilization of the Middle Ages had come to an end. 
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Christian orthodoxy cannot be limited therefore—as it is in Mr. Sherrard’s article—to a 
particular spiritual perspective, that of the theologians, because no spiritual perspective taken 
by itself has an exclusive insight into or a monopoly of the truth ; on certain points, moreover, 
such as its denial of the “relatively absolute’ in divinis and the undetermined nature of supreme 
and absolute Reality in itself, the doctrine of the theologians is contradicted not only by the 
doctrine of the Platonists, but also by that of the Christian contemplatives because St. Diony-
sius tells us very distinctly that the Divine Essence is beyond all determination whatever, even 
that of the Trinity which it transcends in the same way that it transcends every other Name or 
title which we may attribute to it: “God is above all speaking and understanding”, he says, “In 
Himself…. He hath neither sonhood (neque filiatio), nor fatherhood (neque paternitas), nor any 
other thing known by us or any that be….We apply the titles of “Trinity” and “Unity” to That 
which is beyond all titles, expressing under the form of Being That which is beyond Being. But 
no Unity or Trinity or Number or Oneness or Fecundity or any other thing that is a creature or 
can be known to any creature, is able to utter the mystery beyond all mind and reason of that 
Transcendant Godhead which super-essentially surpasses all things. It hath no name. . . It dwells 
in a region beyond us where our feet cannot tread”. It is “unknowable”, “unutterable”, “undif-
ferentiated”, “indivisible” and totally unlike anything we may attribute to it. 

It is not on account of the supposedly “antinomian” and “illogical” nature of the Christian 
Revelation, therefore, that the theologians” perspective concerning metaphysical Reality differs 
from that of the Platonists—because Christian Revelation is no more “antinomian” and “illogi-
cal” than any other Revelation—but on account of the limitations inherent in the theologians’ 
mentality which is more voluntarist than intellectual and consequently unable to distinguish 
between different aspects of metaphysical truth, not only as it is revealed in other spiritual Tra-
ditions but also within the Christian tradition itself, the supra-formal and “mystical” dimension 
of Christian Revelation being no less Luciferian as far as the theologians are concerned than 
the doctrinal formulations of the Platonists. Unlike the Christian contemplatives who consider 
God in his total and infinite Reality, the theologians consider Him solely under the aspect of 
his relationship with the created, a way of looking at things which is perfectly legitimate in 
itself since this partial view corresponds to a relative reality ; but relative reality is not absolute 
reality and the efforts of the theologians to prove the contrary lead inevitably to claims and 
affirmations on their part which are false to the extent that they deny the truth of other spiri-
tual perspectives than their own, whether Christian or non-Christian. Not being able to grasp 
the difference which exists between their own perspective and that of the Platonists and the 
Christian contemplatives—partly because they do not want to—the theologians have invented 
an explanation concerning these differences which, however far-fetched, satisfies their need 
to justify their antinomian and dualistic conception of things and it is this explanation which 
Mr. Sherrard offers us in his article, overlooking the fact that it not only the Platonic. doctrine 
about the nature of metaphysical Reality which differs from that of the theologians, but also 
that of the Christian contemplatives, and that the non-dualistic character of the latter’s doc-
trine clearly proves the nullity of the arguments of the former. It is indeed astonishing that Mr. 
Sherrard seems to forget the existence of something which is so important for an understanding 
of Christian doctrine, especially the text by St. Dionysius the Areopagite cited above which 
affirms its ultimately non-dualistic character so clearly, and similar texts by other Christian 
contemplatives, such as St. Gregory of Nyssa, St. Maximus the Confessor and St. John of Da-
mascus, not to mention Meister Eckhart and others in the West, and that it has never occurred 
to him to question the validity of the claims of the theologians, who pretend that the sapiential 
and non-dualistic perspective of the Christian contemplatives is not a spiritual perspective at all 
but simply what amounts to a rationalistic counterfeit of one due to “a kind of revolt”, as Mr. 
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Sherrard expresses it, “of the lower or logical faculty of human intelligence against the higher or 
supra-logical faculty”, which occurs in “those Christian theologians… who have been seduced, 
as the more orthodox would put it (the “more orthodox” being evidently those whose outlook 
is antinomian and dualistic) by the “Platonising” tendency in man”, an idea which is perfectly 
absurd because one does not canonize as saints and venerate as pillars of Christian orthodoxy 
people whose idea of truth is contrary to Christian orthodoxy. 

Despite Mr. Sherrard’s efforts to present an “intelligible” and “positive” account of the 
differences which exist between the Christian and Platonic perspectives, the fact remains that 
generally speaking this author does not distinguish between a doctrine which proceeds from 
Revelation, whether directly or indirectly, and one which is solely a product of human reason 
and consequently entirely profane, like the doctrines which we meet with in modern philoso-
phy. He sees things in terms of irreducible alternatives, such as “unorthodox” and “orthodox”, 
“logical” and “supra-logical”, “rational” and “supra-rational”, and fits the different doctrines 
which he discusses into these categories, regardless of whether they belong there or not. Thus 
he places by implication the orthodox and supra-rational doctrine of the Christian contempla-
tives practically in the same category with doctrines which are unorthodox and purely rational-
istic or even irrational, like those of modern philosophy, though he does not mention them. As 
for Platonism, he manages to place it in both categories at once, not seeming to realize that the 
sacred and the profane are mutually exclusive. He says for example that the “presuppositions 
underlying the lines of reasoning (of the Platonists and the theologians) are matters of faith de-
riving from or rooted in different forms of Revelation”, which means to say that both lines of 
reasoning are valid because both have as their starting point presuppositions or truths derived 
from Revelation. But later on he says that the doctrinal formulations of the Platonists have “no 
validity for or application to the conditions of the metaphysical order”, being the outcome of a 
line of reasoning which is based on logical axioms invented by the rational faculty in man, and 
are thus of no use whatever for gaining an insight into meta-physical truth. This second state-
ment, however, flatly contradicts the first because, if the presuppositions underlying] the line 
of reasoning of the Platonists are rooted in Revelation, they cannot at the same time be mere 
logical axioms invented by human reason; consequently we are justified in concluding that the 
Platonists’ line of reasoning, which is based on these presuppositions, is perfectly valid regard-
less of what the theologians may think. The logic of the Platonists like that of the Christian 
contemplatives has nothing to do in fact with the logic of the Greek Sophists or of modern 
philosophy as Mr. Sherrard’s article suggests; it is not a logic which operates by reason alone, a 
logic for logic’s sake, but a logic which operates by intellectual intuition with a view to com-
municating truths of a spiritual order as adequately and as clearly as possible. 

The idea that there is a hiatus or lack of analogy between the logical order and the meta-
physical order is purely hypothetical and has no basis in reality. Logic being the capacity to ar-
rive at a conclusion in function of one or more data, only that concerning which we possess no 
data whatever or of which we are totally ignorant is beyond logic, which is not the case with 
metaphysical Reality or the Absolute regarded as the Principle on which all lesser or relative 
degrees of reality depend because otherwise we should not even be conscious of it or able to 
speak about it. Consequently it falls within the domain of human intelligence—and thus of 
logic—in so far as it is possible to define it, as the Platonists have always maintained. 

The error of the theologians is to reduce logic to rationalism, and to suppose that the logical 
character of the Platonists’ enunciations, which they attribute to their supposedly rationalis-
tic outlook, proves by that very fact their counter-spirituality and their opposition to Divine 
Truth. They overlook the fact that what distinguishes rationalistic thinking from that of those 
who have a spiritual outlook, whether they be contemplatives or theologians, is not the logical 
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character of the former—because the latter can perfectly well and often does express its ideas 
in a logical manner ; as Mr. Sherrard says, the theologians “are just as rigorous in applying the 
laws of logic in drawing conclusions” as the Platonists-but the idea, which is moreover purely 
gratuitous, that all knowledge whatever is a function of the rational faculty alone, an idea which 
is wholly foreign to the thinking of the Platonists, who on the contrary expressly opposed this 
way of looking at things as taught by the Sophists at the same time affirming the primacy of 
the Intellect. 

The fact that a doctrine or an enunciation has a logical rather than an alogical and elliptical 
character, like the Semitic doctrines in general, is no indication, therefore, as to what its spiritu-
al value may be, if any. We cannot know from its dialectic whether it belongs to the rational or 
supra-rational order ; this can only be known by examining the content of the presuppositions 
on which its reasoning is based, as can be seen in the case of Platonism where it is the content 
of its pre-suppositions—the idea of the One and the Many, of the Good, the Beautiful and the 
True, the doctrine of Recollection (anamnesis) and the immortality of the soul, of the primacy 
of the Intellect as well as the need for the practice of the virtues—which proves its spirituality, 
not its dialectic which it shares with the Sophists. Likewise in the Christian doctrine it is the 
content which proves the truth of the doctrine, not the elliptical’ (“paradoxical.) and alogical 
(“illogical”) character of its formulation. 

Switzerland 20:1:74 

JOHN MACLEAN MURRAY. 

Dr. Sherrard writes : It is very good of Mr. Murray to write at such length about my article, Logic 
and the Absolute. He may well be correct. In any case, I am in no position to argue about it. But 
for the record I would like to say that when I spoke of “Christian theologians” and attempted to 
illustrate their understanding of the Absolute, this was in fact with reference to those doctrinal 
masters of the East Christian tradition whom Mr. Murray calls Christian contemplatives. As Mr. 
Murray will know, a condition of being a theologian in the East Christian tradition is that you 
are a contemplative; and as these contemplatives actually call themselves theologians in this very 
precise sense it is appropriate to use their own terminology. I may have misunderstood their teach-
ing. but this is another matter, although in defense I will say that much of what I wrote about their 
understanding of the Absolute is based on an almost word for word translation from the writings of 
St. Maximus, whom Mr. Murray admits among the company of the contemplatives. 

From the quotation Mr. Murray gives from St. Dionysius the Areopagite (out of context as it 
is, and seemingly based on a Latin translation of this master’s work), I think Mr. Murray may be 
under the impression that these theologians equate the Absolute with the Essence. Of course, they 
do not. It is those to whom I referred as the “Platonizing” theologians who do this—and I had in 
mind here particularly St. Augustine and the Scholastics, writers who may perhaps be designated 
“theologians” in the pejorative sense in which Mr. Murray uses the word, since in them the crucial 
link between contemplation and theologizing has to some extent been broken and they are, in con-
sequence, more rational and logical in their approach. But what emerges from Mr. Murray’s letter 
is that my reading of the theologian-contemplatives of the East Christian tradition is very different 
from his; and a correspondence column is certainly not the place to sort this one out. 
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COOMARASWAMY AND BUDDHISM 

Sir, 
The appearance in the Spring number of this journal of a hitherto unknown essay by A. K. 

Coomaraswamy could not fail to arouse keen expectations among those of your readers who, 
like myself, had been nurtured in the past on the thoughts of that great commentator. It was 
therefore with some surprise that one found there certain references to Buddhism of a dispar-
aging kind such as Coomaraswamy in his later days would have been at pains to repudiate. For 
instance, the allegation that Buddhism was “a heterodox development” (within Hinduism) is 
one which the fully matured Coomaraswamy took part in combatting, together with myself, 
when expressed by René Guénon; indeed it was largely due to Coomaraswamy’s influence that 
Guénon, who respected him greatly, agreed to withdraw a number of anti-Buddhist references 
to be found in his own books, a fact which is proof positive that by that time A. K. Cooma-
raswamy had completely altered his earlier opinions on the subject. Moreover, his wonderful 
study of Hinduism and Buddhism under one cover, which dates from his latter years, leaves 
one in no doubt as to Coomaraswamy’s acceptance of Buddhism as an orthodox tradition in 
the fullest sense of the word. The same applies to his appreciation of Buddhist art (including 
“Lamaistic”=Tibetan art which, in the article you published, is written off as a provincial de-
velopment of minor importance); once the spontaneity of the Buddhist wisdom was admitted, 
the originality of Buddhist art as an expression of that same wisdom could no longer be open to 
question; geographical and historical connections are but incidental. 

We owe it to Coomaraswamy’s memory, as well as to present-day readers of the journal, to 
make the position clear as regards his attitude to Buddhism during the last and greatest period 
of his life. 

London, 1.11.1973 

MARCO PALLIS. 
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