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PREFACE 

T HE first part of this book contains a somewhat 
amplified draft of the lecture with which I began 
my ordinary university course for the year 1921-22. 

In giving the lecture its present form I took advantage 
of the detailed and extremely accurate notes taken in 
the hall i,tselfby a member of my audience, my esteemed 
friend Don Fernando Vela. 

This discourse is now to be subinitted to a less 
specialised public than that which was assembled at 
the university, and accordingly I thought it essential to 
be rather more explicit in regard to certain points, 
which Inight be less easily assiinilable by readers un
accustomed to philosophic study. Such was the only 
reason for the amplification I have made of the original 
text. 

Certain appendices follow, and deal with less general 
questions. These questions are, however, all 'associated 
with the main theory explained in the lecture itself. 
My own interest is centred particularly in the appendix, 
which gives a brief account of a philosophic interpreta
tion of the general significance latent in Einstein's 
theory of physics. I believe that for the first time 
attention is there drawn to a definitely ideological 
quality inherent in that theory which contradicts the 
interpretations hitherto current. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE CONCEPT OF THE GENERATION 

THE most important point about a scientific system 
is that it should be true. But the explanation of a 
scientific system involves a further postulate: besides 

being true it must be understood. I am not for the 
moment referring to the difficulties imposed upon the 
mind by a scheme of abstract thought, especially if 
unprecedented, but to the comprehension of its funda
mental tendency, of its ideological significance, I might 
almost say, of its physiognomy. 

The scheme of thought with which we are now to be 
concerned claims to be ·true, in other words to reflect 
the character of phenomena with fidelity. But it would 
be utopian and for that reason false to suppose that in 
order to make good its claim our system is to be directed 
exclusively by phenomena and give its undivided atten
tion to its mere context. If the philosopher concentrated 
simply upon material objects philosophy would never 
be anything but primitive. Superimposed, however, 
upon material phenomena, the investigator finds the 
thoughts of other people, the whole body of human 
meditation in the past, innumerable traces of previous 
explorations, the signs of journeys attempted through 
the eternal jungle of problems, still virgin in spite of 
repeated violation. 

Every philosophical enquiry has therefore to take 
two data into consideration: the nature of phenomena 
and the speculations to which phenomena have given 

II 
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rise. Such a collaboration with the theories of the past 
ensures, at any rate, freedom from errors already 
committed, and gives a progressive character to the 
succession of philosophical systems. 

Now, the thought of any age can assume two opposite 
attitudes to what has been thought in other ages. 
Especially is this the case in regard to the immediate 
past, which is always the most powerful influence and 
contains in concentrated form everything anterior to 
the p;esent. There are in fact some ages in which thought 
regards itself as growing out of seeds already sown, 
and others which are conscious of the immediate past 
as of something in urgent need of radical reform. The 
first-named are the ages of pacific, the second those of 
militant philosophy, the aspiration of which is to destroy 
and completely supersede the past. Our own age is of 
the latter type, if we understand by "our own age" not 
that which has just come to an end but that which is 
just beginning. 

When thought found itself compelled to adopt a 
bellicose attitude to th(;: immediate past the intellectual 
world was divided into two camps. On the one side 
stood the great majority, which clung to established 
ideology; on the other a small minority of spiritual 
scouts, vigilant souls, who had a glimmering of distant 
tracts of territory still to be invaded. This minority 
is doomed never to be properly understood; the gestures 
which the vision of the new dominions calls forth from 
it cannot be rightly interpreted by the main body 
advancing behind and not yet in possession of the height 
from which the "terra incognita" is being examined. 
Hence the minority in the van is in continual danger, · 
both from the new districts it has to conquer and Jrom 
the rank and file harassing its rear. While it is construct
ing the new it has to defend itself from the old, and 
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wield at one and the same time, like the renovators of 
Jerusalem, both the spade and the sword. 

This division is deeper and more absolute than is 
generally believed. I will try to show in what sense it 
subsists. 
~ We attempt, by means of history, to understand the 
changes which take place in the minds of men. For this 
purpose we have first to observe that these changes are 
not all of the same kind. Certain historical phenomena 
depend on others, more fundamental, and themselves 
independent of the former. The idea that everything 
has a bearing on everything else, that everything depends 
on everything else, is a loose exaggeration of the mystics 
and ought to be repugnant to anyone determined to 
see his way clearly. On the contrary, the body of 
historical reality exhibits a complete hierarchy in its 
anatomy, an orderly succession of subordinate parts and 
an equally successive interdependence between the 
various classes of facts. Accordingly, changes of an 
industrial or political nature are superficial: they depend 
upon ideas, upon contemporary fashions in morals or 
aesthetics. But ideology, taste and morality in their 
turn are no more than consequences or demonstrations 
of the root feeling that arises in the presence of life, the 
sensations of existence in its undifferentiated totality. 
What,we are going to call vital sensibility is the primary 
phenomenon in history and the first we should have to 
define in order to understand a particular age. Yet, 
when a variation in sensibility appears only in a single 
individual, it has no true historical significance. It has 
been customary for the field of the philosophy of history 
to be disputed by two tendencies which are both, in 
my judgment, and if I may say so without at the moment 
having any intention of going into the question in detail, 
equally erroneous. There has been both a collectivist 
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and also an individualist interpretation of historical 
reality. For the former the process of history is in sub
stance the work of widely diffused masses of mankind; 
for the latter the makers of history. are exclusively 
individuals. The active, creative nature of personality 
is, in fact, too evident for the collectivist picture of history 
to be acceptable. Mankind in the gross is merely 
receptive: it is content simply to show favour or resistance 
to men of marked and enterprising vitality. On the 
other hand, however, the isolated individual is an 
abstraction. Historical life is social life. The life of the 
outstanding individual consists precisely in a compre
hensive influence on the generality. "Heroes," then, 
cannot be separated from the rest of the world. There 
emerges here a dualitywhich is essential to the process of 
history. Humanity, in all the stages ofits evolution, has 
always been a functioning organism, in which the more 
energetic members, whatever form their energy may 
take, have operated upon the remainder and given them 
a distinct configuration. This circumstance implies a 
certain basic sympathy between the best type of indi
vidual and the generality of mankind. An individual 
whose nature differed completely from that of the mass 
would not produce any effect whatever upon it: his 
actions would pass over the surface of the society of his 
age without arousing the least response from it and 
therefore without entering the general process of 
history. To one extent and another such occurrences 
have been fairly frequent; and history has to note in the 
margin of its main text the biographical details of 
"extravagant" characters of this kind. Like all other 
biological sciences history has a department devoted to 
monstrosities, a teratology, in fact. 

The changes in vital sensibility which are decisive in 
history, appear under the form of the generation. A 
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generation is not a handful of outstanding men, nor 
simply a mass of men; it resembles a new integration of 
the social body, with its select minority and its gross 
multitude, launched upon the orbit of existence with a 
pre-established vital trajectory. The generation is a 
dynamic compromise between mass and individual, and 
is the most important conception in history. It is, so to 
speak, the pivot responsible for the movements of his
torical evolution. 

A generation is a variety of the human race in the 
strict sense given to that term by naturalists. Its mem
bers come into the world endowed with certain typical 
characteristics which lend them a common physiognomy, 
distinguishing them from the previous generation. Be
neath this general sign of identity, individuals of so 
diverse a temper can exist that, being compelled to live 
in close contact with one another, inasmuch as they are 
contemporaries, they often find themselves mutually 
antipathetic. But under the most violent opposition of 
"pros" and "antis" it is easy to perceive a real union 
of interests. Both parties consist of men of their own 
time; and great as their differences may be their mutual 
resemblances are still greater. The reactionary and the 
revolutionary of the nineteenth century are much nearer 
to one another than either is to any man of our own age. 
The fact is, that whether they are black or white the 
men of that generation belong to one species, while in 
our own persons, whether we are black or white, are 
the beginnings of a further and distinct variety of 
mankind. 

The disputes between "pros" and "antis" are less 
important in the orbit of a generation than the constant 
interval separating the elect and the masses. When one 
is confronted by current theories which ignore or deny 
this evident difference in historical value between the 
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two classes one feels justifiably tempted to exaggerate it. 
However, the assumption underlying those very dis
crepancies .in stature is that individuals arise from an 
identical point of departure, a common plane above 
which some achieve greater heights than others, and 
which plays the part of the sea-level in topography. 
And each generation does in fact represent a certain 
vital altitude at which existence is conscious, in a certain 
sense, of being determined. If we consider the evolution 
of a race in its entirety we find that each of its genera
tions appears as a moment in its vital process or as a 
pulse-beat in its organic energy. And each pulse-beat 
has a peculiar, even a unique, physiognomy; it is an 
inconvertible palpitation in the series of pulse-beats, 
like each note in the development of a melody. We may 
equally well picture each generation by means of the 
image of a biological projectile launched into space ·at a 
definite moment and with pre-determined force and 
direction. In such determination all its elements, both 
the most valuable and the· most normal, participate. 

Nevertheless, it is clear that we are at present only 
designing forms or colouring illustrations which serve 
our purpose of isolating the really significant fact through 
which the concept of the generation proves its truth. 
This is simply that the generations' are born one of 
another in such a way that the new generation is im
mediately faced with the forms which the previous 
generation gave to existence. Life, then, for each genera
tion, is a task in two dimensions, one of which consists 
in the reception, through the agency of the previous 
generation, of what has had life already, e.g., ideas, 
values, institutions and so on, while the other is the 
liberation of the creative genius inherent in the genera
tion concerned. The attitude of the generation cannot 

. be the same towards its own active agency as towards 
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what it has received from without. What has been done 
by others, that is, executed and perfected in the sense of 
being completed, reaches us with a peculiar unction 
attached to it: it seems consecrated, and in view of the 
fact that we have not ourselves assisted in its construction, 
we tend to believe that it is the work of no one in 
particular, even that it is reality itself. There is a moment 
at which the concepts of our teachers do not appear to 
us to be the opinions of particular men, but truth itself 
come to dwell anonymously upon the earth. On the 
other hand our spontaneous sensibility, the thoughts and 
feelings which are our private possessions, never seem to 
us properly finished, complete and fixed, like a definite 
object: we regard them more as a species of internal 
flux, composed ofless stable elements. This disadvantage 
is compensated by the greater expansiveness and adapta
bility to our own nature always characteristic of 
spontaneity. 

The spirit of every generation depends upon the 
equation established between these two ingredients and 
on the attitude which the majority of the individuals 
concerned adopts towards each. Will that majority 
surrender to its inP.eritance, ignoring the internal 
promptings of spontaneity? Or will it obey the latter and 
defy the authority of the past? There have been genera
tions which felt that there was a perfect similarity 
between their inheritance and their own private posses
sions. The consequence, then, is that ages of accumula
tion arise. Other times have felt a profound dissimilarity 
between the two factors, and then there ensue ages of 
elimination and dispute, generations in conflict. In the 
former case the young men coming to the front coalesce 
with the old and submit to them: in politics, in science 
and in the arts the ancient regime continues. Such periods 
belong to the old. In the latter case, since there is no 

B 
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attempt at preservation and accumulation, but on the 
contrary a movement towards relegation and substitution, 
the old are swept away by youth. Such periods belong to 
the young and are years of innovation and creative 
struggle. 

This rhythm of ages of senescence and ages of re
juvenation is a phenomenon so patent in a long view of · 
history that it is surprising not to find it recognised by 
everyone. The reason for such lack of recognition lies 
in the fact that there has never been any attempt to 
found, even formally, a new scientific system which 
might be called "Metahistory" and which would bear 
the same relation to concrete histories as physiology to 
the alinic. One of the most interesting of"metahistorical" 
investigations would consist in the discovery of the great 
historical rhythms. For there are others no less evident 
and fundamental than that already referred to, for 
example, the rhythm of sex. There is in fact a pendulum 
movement latent in history which swings from ages 
subjected to the dominant influence of respectability 
to ages that surrender to the yoke of the female principle. 
Many institutions, customs, ideas and myths, hitherto 
unexplained, are illuminated in an astonishing manner 
when the fact is taken into account that certain ages 
have been ruled and modelled by the supremacy of 
women. The present moment; however, is not a fitting 
opportunity to enter upon that particular question. 



CHAPTER II 

THE FORECASTING OF THE FUTURE 

I F the essence of each generation is a particular type 
of 'sensibility, an organic capacity for certain deeply
rooted directions of thought, this means that each gen

eration has its special vocation, its historical mission. It 
is under the strictest compulsion to develop those tiny 
seeds and to give the existence of its environment a form 
corresponding to the pattern of its own spontaneity. 
But generations, like individuals, sometimes fail in their 
vocation and leave their mission unachieved. There are 
in fact generations which are disloyal to themselves and 
defraud the cosmic intention deposited in their keeping. 
Instead of resolutely undertaking their appointed task 
they remain deaf to the urgent summons of the vocation 
that is really theirs and prefer a supine reliance on 
ideas, institutions and pleasures created by their for
bears and lacking affinity with their own natures. It 
is obvious that such a dereliction of historical duty 
cannot go unpunished. The guilty generation drags out 
its existence in perpetual division against itself, its essen-
tial life shattered. , 

I believe that in the whole of Europe, but more par
ticularly in Spain, the present generation is one of this 
derelict type. Seldom have men lived in greater mental 
confusion, and perhaps never before has humanity 
endured an unsuitable setting with such docility; a 
setting which is a survival from the past and does not 
tally with the internal rhythm upon which it is imposed. 

19 
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Hence arises the characteristically modern apathy in 
matters, for example, of politics_ and art. Our institu
tions, like our theatres, are anachronisms. We have 
neither had the courage to break resolutely with such 
devitalised accretions of the past nor can we in any way 
adjust ourselves to them. 

In these circumstances a system of thought, such as 
I have for some years been expounding from this 
Chair, is not easily to be understood in its ideological 
intention, in its internal physiognomy. It aims, perhaps 
unsuccessfully, at fulfilling as conscientiously as possible 
the historical imperative of our generation. But our 
generation seems profoundly determined to misconceive 
the suggestions of our common destiny. I am compelled 
to conclude that even the most gifted among us, with 
very rare exceptions, have not the slightest suspicion 
that the pointer in the compass of modern Wes,tern 
sensibility is veering through at least ninety degrees. 
I have therefore considered it necessary to anticipate, 
in this first lecture of mine, some part of what consti
tutes, in my judgment, the essence of the theme with 
which modernity has to deal. 

How has such an utter lack of recognition been possible? 
When, during a conversation on politics with some 
"advanced," "radical" or "progressive" contemporaiy 
-let us put as favourable a case as we can-the inevitable 
disagreement comes to light, our opponent thinks that 
this disagreement on questions of administration and 
State affairs is properly to be called a divergence of 
political views. But he is wrong: our political difference 
is a very secondary matter and would be completely 
unimportant if it did not serve the purpose of summarily 
indicating the existence of a far deeper dissension. Our 
divisions in politics are not so considerable as those 
prevailing in O\!l" guiding principles of thought and 
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feeling. We are separated, long before we come to 
constitutional doctrine, by diverse systems of biology, 
physics, historical philosophy, ethics and logic. The 
political position of any one of our contemporaries is 
determined by certain ideas which we have all received 
from those who were once our masters. They are ideas 
which reached their full maturity about the year I 8go. 
Why is it that people are content to rely upon inherited 
systems of thought, in spite of having to observe how 
repeatedly they conflict with the spontaneity of the age? 
Men prefer service, without real allegiance, under 
outworn banners, to compliance with the painful effort 
of revising inherited principles and setting them in 
accord with their own deepest feelings. It does not 
matter whether people are Liberals or Conservatives: 
in either case they are stragglers from duty. The destiny 
of our generation is not to be liberal or to be conservative, 
but merely to put that ancient dilemma out of mind 
altogether. 

People who are under the obligation, by reason of 
their eminent intellectual qualities, of assuming res
ponsibility for the conduct of our age, have no excuse 
for living, like the masses, on a derivative level, harnessed 
to the superficial caprices of every moment, without 
attempting to find some disciplined and comprehensive 
orientation towards the courses of history. For history 
is not a mere series of accidents beyond the control of 
forecast. It is not of course possible to foretell the various · 
events that to-morrow will bring forth; neither, indeed, 
would such a prediction be of any real interest. But on 
the other hand it is perfectly possible to foresee the 
characteristic thought of the immediate future, to 
anticipate the general features of the period that will 
succeed one's own. In other words, a thousand unpre
dictabl<> accidents occur in any given period; but the 
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period itself is not an accident. It possesses a fixed and 
unmistakable structure. Its case is similar to that of 
individual destinies: no one knows what is going to 
happen to him to-morrow; but he does know his own 
character, his own desires and his own powers, and hence 
the way in which he will react to whatever accidents 
may befall him. Every life has a pre-established normal 
orbit, in the course of which accident, without essentially 
deflecting the orbit in question, traces certain sinuosities 
and indentations. 

History has room for prophecy. And more than this: 
the labour of history is only scientific in proportion to 
the place that prophecy can occupy in it. When Schlegel 
alleged that the historian was an inverted prophet he 
expressed an idea that is as profound as it is true. 

The view of life held by antiquity makes history, 
strictly speaking, worthless. For the ancients, existence 
was determined by fate. Historical events were extern
ally motived contingencies which affected successively 
this or that individual or nation. The production of a 
work of genius, financial crises, political changes and 
wars were phenomena of an identical type, which can 

. be symbolised by the tile falling on the head of a passer· 
by. On this interpretation historical process is a series 
of haphazard shocks without rhyme or reason. Historical 
science is therefore an impossibility, science only being 
possible where some ascertainable law exists, a formula 
which, in virtue of the sense that it implies, can be 
understood. 

Life, however, is not an externally-motived process 
in which there is nothing but a mere aggregation of 
contingencies. Life is a series of events ruled by law. 
When we sow the seeds of a tree we foresee the whole 
normal course of its existence. We cannot foresee, 
indeed, whether lightning will come and cut it down 
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with the scimitar of fire that hangs by the side of some 
cloud; but we know that the seed of the cherry will not 
bear the foliage of the poplar. In the same way the 
Roman people is a collection of vital tendencies which 
go on gradually developing in time. In each stage of 
this development the next phase is already implicit. 
Human life is an internally motived process in which the 
essential events do not occur as directed from outside 
upon the subject of experience, an individual or a nation, 
but evolve from within it, as fruits and flowers evolve 
from seeds. It is in fact an accident that in the first 
century before Christ there lived a man endowed with 
the singular genius of Cresar.' But what Cresar, with his 
singular genius did brilliantly, ten or twelve other 
men, whose names we know, would also have done, 
no doubt less brilliantly and less thoroughly. A Roman 
of the second century before Christ could not foresee 
the individual destiny which was the life of Cresar; 
but he could have prophesied that the first century 
before Christ would be a "Cresarean" age. By one name 
or another "Cresarism" was a generic form of public 
life which had been maturing since the time of the 
Gracchi. Cato prophesied very clearly the destinies 
carried by the future that was immediately to succeed 
his own age. Human existence being life in the most 
literal sense, that is, a process internally motived and 
subject to the operation of a law of development, it is 
possible to admit a science of history. In the last analysis 
science is nothing but the effort we make to understand 
anything. And we have understood a situation historic
ally when we perceive that it arises necessarily from 
another situation anterior to it. What kind of necessity 
is here meant-:-physical, mathematical or logical? None 
of these: the necessity in question is related to such 
classifications, yet it has a character peculiar to itself: 
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it is psychological necessity .. Human life is in an eminent 
degree psychological life. When we are told that Pedro, 
who is an honest fellow, has killed his neighbour, and 
we next discover that his neighbour has dishonoured 
Pedro's daughter, we have sufficiently well compre
hended the nature of his homicidal act. Our compre
hension is due to our recognition that one act proceeds 
from the other, vengeance from dishonour, in an 
unmistakable trajectory and on evidence of the same 
kind as that guaranteed by mathematical truth. But 
on the same evidence, viz., the knowledge of the 
daughter's dishonour, we could predict, before the actual 
crime, that Pedro would kill his neighbour. In this case 
it is perfectly clear that to prophesy the future we make 
use of the same intellectual operation as serves us to 
understand the past. In both directions, backwards or 
forwards, we are bound to admit the existence of a 
single manifest psychological curve, just as, when we 
find the segment of an arc we are able to complete the 
entire figure without hesitation. I believe, then, that 
the expression I used a little while ago to the effect 
that historical· science is only possible in the proportion 
that prophecy is possible, will not now appear a rash 
one. When historical thought matures the capacity to 
forecast augments with it.* 

But leaving aside all the secondary questions that the 
conscientious exposition of this theory may suggest, 
let us confine ourselves to the possibility of foreseeing 
the immediate future. How are we to proceed with our 
design? 

It is evident that the near future will be born of our
selves and will consist in the extension of what is essential 

* My readers will observe that this doctrine of a possible anticipa
tion of the future bears hardly any relation to that of "Historical 
Prophecy" recently proclaimed by Oswald Spengler. 



F 0 R E C A S T I N G 0 F T HE F U T U R E 25 

and not contingent in us, normal and not the result of 
chance. Strictly speaking, then, it would be enough if 
we descended into our own hearts and eliminating all 
individual projects, private predilections, prejudices 
and desires prolonged the directions of our appetites and 
essential tendencies to the point at which we could 
perceive that they coalesced in a single type of life. 
But I am well aware that this operation, simple as it 
looks, is not so in the case of persons unaccustomed to 
the rigours and precisions of psychological analysis. 
There is nothing less customary, in fact, than such a 
forcing of the mind back upon and into itself. Man has 
been formed in his struggle with external nature and 
it is only easy for him to discern phenomena outside 
himself. When he looks within vision is clouded and 
he grows dizzy. 

I believe, however, that there is a further objective 
procedure which will make it possible to discover 
symptoms of the future in the present. 

I said above that the body of the ages of mankind 
possesses an anatomy subsisting on hierarchic principles, 
and that there are in it certain primary activities and 
further secondary ones derived from them. Accordingly, 
such characters as have within a period of twenty years 
suceeded in manifesting themselves in the secondary 
activities of life, which are the most patently perceptible, 
will have already commenced to affect the primary 
activities. Politics, for example, is one of the more 
secondary functions of historical life, in the sense that it 
is a mere consequence of all the rest.* When a certain 
spiritual state succeeds in colouring political movements 
it has already passed through all the other functions of 
the historical organism. Politics result from the gravita-

* On this point historical materialism, though its motives seem 
to me inadmissible, is in the right. 
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tiona! interaction of masses. Now, in order that a 
modification of historical consciousness may reach the 
mass, it must have previously influenced the choice 
minority. The members of the latter are of two classes: 
men of action and men of contemplative nature. There 
is no doubt that the new tendencies, not yet at their full 
strength, will be perceived by the contemplative natures 
earlier than· by the active. The pre-occupation of the 
moment preventS the man of action from feeling the 
first vague stirrings of the breeze that is not yet ready to 
fill the sails of his practical temperament. 

It is in the realm of pure thought, therefore, that the 
earliest faint signs of the coming age can be traced. 
They are the light ripples caused by the first few puffs 
of wind on the calm surface of the pool. Thought is 
man's most fluid possession; and accordingly it yields 
freely to the slightest variations in his vital sensibility. 

To sum up: the science of to-day is the magic vessel 
into which we have to look to obtain a glimmering of the 
future. The modifications, which may appear to be only 
technical, that modern biology, physics, sociology or 
prehistory are producing, through their experimental 
work, in the whole fabric of philosophy, are the pre
liminary gestures of the new age. The extremely delicate 
subject matter of science is sensitive to the least vacilla
tions of human vitality, and is capable of acting at the 
present moment as a register, on a very small scale, of 
phenomena which will, with the passage of years, loom 
gigantic upon the stage of public life. Anticipation of 
the future can, then, rely upon a precisely adjusted 
instrument, resembling the seismograph, which indicates 
by a slight tremor the occurrence of a catastrophic 
earthquake thousands of miles away. 

Unless our generation desires to lag behind its own 
destiny it must adopt some kind of orientation towards 
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the general character of modern science instead of 
clinging to the political philosophy of the moment, 
which is entirely anachronistic, and a mere echo of the 
voice of a dead sensibility. On what men are beginning 
to think to-day depends how they will live in the 
market-places to-morrow. 

Fichte, for the benefit of his own time, attempted a 
similar task to that of these lectures in the celebrated 
series of discourses afterwards published in a volume 
entitled "The Characteristics of This Age." I propose 
to restrict the terms of my contract to a summary 
description, which I shall now attempt, of my idea of the 
principal theme of our own. 



CHAPTER III 

RELATIVISM AND RATIONALISM 

I HAVE assumed throughout my discourse the 
existence of an intimate affinity between scientific 
systems and generations or ages. Does this mean that 

science, and particularly philosophy, is a body of 
opinions that only hold good for a certain period? If we 
accept the transitory nature of all truth in this way we 
shall find ourselves enrolled in the band of professors of 
the relativist theory, which is one of the most typical 
productions of the nineteenth century. We talk of 
escaping from this age, but we are merely relapsing 
into it. 

This question of truth, which appears to be incidental 
and purely technical in character will take us directly 
to the very root of the modern theme. 

The term, truth, conceals a highly dramatic problem. 
Truth, if it is to give an adequate reflection of the nature 
of phenomena, must be complete in itself and invariable. 
But human life in its multiform development, that is to 
say, in history, 'has constantly changed its mind, conse
crating as true whatever it happened to be in favour of 
at the moment. How are we to reconcile these two 
opposing data? How can we admit truth, which is 
complete in itself and invariable, to the society of human 
vitality, which is essentially mutable and varies from 
individual to individual, from race to race, and from 
period to period? If we wish to keep to living history 
and pursue its suggestive undulations we must renounce 

.a 
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the supposition that truth is ascertainable by man. 
Every individual has his own opinions, more or less 
permanent, which are "for him" the truth. Upon them 
he founds his domestic fireside, which keeps him warm 
on the surface of existence. "The" truth, then, does not 
exist: there are only truths "relative" to the frame of 
xnind of the person considering the matter. Such is the 
relativist theory. 

But this renunciation of truth, so lightly undertaken 
by the relativist theory, is a more difficult business than 
may at first appear. It is claimed that by this m~ans a 
lofty impartiality of outlook is obtained upon the 
multiplicity of historical phenomena; but what is the 
price? In the first place, if truth does not exist, relativism 
cannot take itself seriously. Secondly, belief in truth is a 
deeply-rooted foundation of human life; if we remove it, 
life is converted into an illusion and an absurdity. 
The operation of removal is itself devoid of common 
sense and philosophic value. Relativism is, in the long 
run, scepticism, and scepticism, when its justification 
is that it opposes all speculative theory, is in itself a 
theory of suicidal character. 

The relativist tendency is no doubt inspired by a 
praiseworthy attempt to respect the glorious inde
pendence natural to all vitality. But it is an attempt 
which fails. As Herbart said, every sound originator is a 
sceptic, but no sceptic is ever anything but an originator. 

A deeper current in European consciousness since 
the Renaissance is the opposite tendency: rationalism. 
Proceeding by an inverse method, rationalism, for the 
sake of retaining truth, renounces life. Both tendencies 
meet in the positions attributed by the popular couplet 
to the two Popes, seventh and ninth of the name: 

Pius abandons faith to keep the See. 
Pius abandons See to keep the faith. 
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· Truth being one, absolute and invariable, cannot be 
attributed to our own individual personalities, which are 
corruptible and mutable. We must assume, beyond 
the differences which exist among men, a sort of abstract 
type, common to the European and the Chinese, to the 
contemporary of Pericles and to the "grand seigneur" 
of the age of Louis XIV. Descartes called this common 
basis of mankind, which is exempt from individual 
variations and peculiarities, "reason," and it was called 
by Kant "the rational entity." 

The schism thus eifected in man's personality should 
be carefully noted. On the one side stands everything 
vital and concrete in his being, his breathing and 
historical reality. On the other, that rational nucleus 
which enables us to attain truth, but which nevertheless 
has no life. It is an unreal phantom, gliding immutably 
through time, alien to the vicissitudes which are a 
symptom of vitality. 

Yet it is not clear why, in these circumstances, reason 
has not discovered the universe of truths. How is it 
the process is so slow? How comes humanity to yield a 
thousand times to the bemusing embraces of the most 
diverse errors? How are we to explain the multiplicity 
of opinions and tastes which have dominated history as 
ages, races and individuals succeed one another? From 
the point of view of rationalism history, with its incessant 
shocks to anticipation, lacks common sense and is 
properly the history of the obstructions which block 
the path of the emergence of reason. Rationalism is 
anti-historical. In the system of Descartes, the father of 
modern rationalism, history finds no place, or rather, is 
relegated to the dock. "Everything that reason con
ceives," he says in the Fourth Meditation, "It conceives 
rightly, and there is no possibility of error. Whence, 
then, come my errors? They come simply from the fact 
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that the will being so much greater in volume and 
extent than the understanding I do not confine the 
former to the limits of the latter but extend it to things 
that I do not understand; having no preferences of its 
own in this field it very easily goes astray and selects the 
false as the true and the bad as the good: such is the 
cause of my mistakes and offences." 

It follows that error is an offence of the will, not an 
accident; perhaps it may even be the inevitable fate of 
intelligence. If it were not for the offences of the will 
the first man would long ago have discovered all the 
truths that are accessible to him; in the same way there 
would have been no variations in opinion, law and 
custom; in short, there would have been no history. 
But as there has been such a thing as history, we have 
no resource but to attribute it to offence. History would 
then be substantially the history of human error. There 
can be no attitude more anti-historical, none more 
anti-vital than this. History and life are burdened with 
a negative significance and given a strong savour of 
crime. 

The case of Descartes is an exceptionally pointed 
illustration of the foregoing observations on the possi- · 
bility of forecasting the future. His contemporaries, 
too, saw nothing in his work, at first, but an innovation 
of purely scientific interest. Descartes was proposing to 
substitute certain physical and philosophic doctrines 
for others and the attention of his audience was directed 
solely to the question whether the new doctrines were 
acceptable or erroneous. The same situation arises 
to-day in the case of the theories of Einstein. But if, 
abandoning for the moment our attention to the question 
of value and suspending our judgment as to the truth 
or falsity of the Cartesian system, we had considered it 
simply as an initial symptom of a new sensibility, as a 
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budding manifestation of a new epoch, it would have 
been possible to discover in it the silhouette of the future. 

For what was the irreducible core of the physical and 
philosophic thought of Descartes? It was a declaration 
of the dubiety and consequent negligibility of every 
idea or belief not constructed by "pure intellection." 
Pure intellection, or reason, is nothing else but our 
understanding functioning in the void, without let or 
hindrance, in contact with itself, and controlled only 
by its own internal standards. For example, to take 
vision and imagery, a point is the smallest spot that we . 
can effectually perceive. For pure intellection, however, 
a point is merely what is fundamentally and absolutely 
smallest: it is something infinitely small. Pure intel
lection, the "raison" ofDescartes, can" only operate among 
superlatives and absolutes. When it sets itself to think 
of a point it cannot stop at any dimension short of the 
ultimate. This is the geometric mode of thought, the 
"mos geometricus" of Spinoza, the "pure reason" of Kant. 

The enthusiasm of Descartes for the constructions of 
reason led him to effect a complete inversion of the 
perspective natural to mankind. The immediate and 
evident world we observe with our eyes, touch with our 
hands, listen to with our ears, is composed of qualities: 
colours, resistances, sounds and so on. This is the world 
in which man has always lived and always will live. 
But reason is not capable of dealing with qualities. 
A colour cannot be thoughtor defined. It must be seen, 
and if we wish to speak of it we must make contact with 
it. In other words, colour is irrational. On the contrary, 
number, even that species of number called by mathe
maticians "irrational," is a constituent element of reason. 
Without doing more than making contact with itself 
it can create the universe of quantities by the use of 
definite and clearly-outlined ideas. 
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With heroic audacity Descartes decides that the true 
world is the quantitative, the geometrical: the other, 
the qualitative and immediate world that surrounds us 
in all the plenitude of its beauty and suggestive force, is 
dismissed, and assumed to be, in a way, illusory. It is 
true that the illusion is so solidly founded upon our own 
nature that we cannot avoid it by kn0wing it for illusion. 
The world of colour and sound continues to seem as 
real as before we discovered its imposture. 

The Cartesian paradox is the foundation of modern 
physics. We have been brought up on it and it costs us 
an' effort, now, .to see how utterly unnatural it is and to 
put back our boundary stones where Descartes found 
them. It is clear, however, that so complete an in
version of our spontaneous perspective was not, for 
Descartes and the generations which followed him, 
an unforeseen result suddenly arrived at by proofs that 
did not adinit ·of doubt. On the contrary the process 
began with a more or less vague desire that the nature of 
phenomena should be of a certain type, and it continued 
in a search for proofs to demonstrate that their nature 
should be, in fact, such as was desired. I must not be 
interpreted as in any way contending that the proofs 
found are illusory: I merely wish to point out that it is 
not the proofs that seek out and attach themselves to us, 
but we who go in search of them, in the prosecution of 
our previous designs. No one supposes that Einstein 
was surprised to discover, one fine day, that he had to 
recognise the existence of four dimensions in the world. 
For thirty years many men of keen intelligence had been 
postulating a four dimensional physics. Einstein de
liberately went in search of it, and as the desire to find it 
was not incapable of fulfilment he found what he was 
looking for. 

The physics and philosophy of Descartes were the 
c 
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first manifestations of a new spiritual state which, a 
century later, came to overspread all the forms of human 
life and predominated in the drawing-room, the law 
court and the market-place. The convergence of the 
features of this spiritual state produced the sensibility 
which is specifically "modern." Mistrust and contempt 
of everything spontaneous and immediate. Enthusiasm 
for all the constructions of reason. To the Cartesian 
or "modern" man the past will be antipathetic because 
then things were not done "more geometrico." Accordingly 
he will consider traditional political institutions stupid 
and unjust. As opposed to them, he believes he has 
disco"vered a definitive social order arrived at deductively 
by means of reason. It is a schematically perfect constitu
tion in which it is assumed that men are rational entities 
and nothing else. This assumption being granted
"pure reason" has always to start from assumptions, 
like a chess player-the consequences are inevitable and 
precise. The edifice of political ideas thus built up is 
wonderfully logical; in other words its intellectual 
integrity is unquestionable. Now, the Cartesian only 
admits one virtue; pure intellectual perfection. To all 
else he is deaf and blind. For him what is anterior and 
what is present are equally undeserving of the least 
respect. On the contrary, from the rational point of 
view, they assume a positively criminal aspect. He 
urges, therefore, the extermination of the offending 
growth and the immediate installation of his definitive 
social order. The ideal of the future, constructed by 
pure intellect, must supplant both past and present. 
This is the temper which produces revolutions. Rational
ism applied to politics results in revolutionary doctrine 
and, vice versa, an epoch is not revolutionary unless it is 
rationalist. It cannot be revolutionary except in the 
proportion in which it is incapable of sensitiveness to 
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history, ineapable of perceiving both in past and present 
that other kind of reason which is not "pure" but vital. 

The Constituent Assembly makes "solemn declaration 
of the rights of Man and of the Citizen" in order "that, 
it being possible to compare the acts of the legislative 
and executive powers, at any given moment, with the 
final aim of 'every' political institution, they may be 
the more respected, so that the demands of citizens, 
being founded henceforth on simple and unquestionable 
principles," etc., etc. We might be reading a geometrical 
treatise. The men of I 790 were not content with legis
lating for themselves: they not only decreed the "nullity" 
of the past and of the present, but they even suppressed 
future history as well, by decreeing the manner in which 
"every" political institution was to be constituted. To-day 
this attitude appears to us over arrogant. More, it appears 
to us to be narrow and crude. The world has become 
more complex and vast in our eyes. We are beginning to 
suspect that history, human life, cannot and "ought" 
not to be ruled by principle, like mathematical text
books.* 

It is illogical to guillotine a prince and replace him 
by a principle. The latter, no less than the former, 
places life under an absolute autocracy. And this is, 
precisely, an impossibility. Neither rationalist abso
lutism, which keeps reason but annihilates life, nor 
relativism, which keeps life but dissolves reason, are 
possibilities. 

The sensibility of the age that is now beginning is 
characterised by its rejection of this dilemma. We cannot 
satisfactorily adjust ourselves to either of its terms. 

*See Appendix I (The Sunset qf &volution). 



CHAPTER IV 

CULTURE AND LIFE 

WE have seen that the problem of truth divided 
the men of the generations anterior toour own 
into two hostile schools of thought: relativism and 

rationalism. Each of them renounces what the other 
retains. Rationalism clingS to truth and abandons life: 
relativism prefers the mobility of existence to the calm 
and immutability of truth. Our own spirit is alien from 
both .of these positions: when we attempt to assume 
either of them we feel we are being mutilated. We see 
with perfect clarity the plausibilities of both, and we 
perceive, equally well, their complementary inade
quacies. The fact that at other times the best minds 
hat! no difficulty in accommodating their inclinations 
to one or the other, according to their temperaments, 
indicates that they possessed a sensibility distinct from 
our own. We belong to an age in the proportion in 
which we feel capable of accepting its dilemma and 
arraying ourselves for battle on one side or the other of 
the trench it has dug. For the process of living is, irt a 
very real sense, which will shortly come to light, an 
enlistment under certain standards and a preparation 
for battle. Vivere militare est, Seneca used to say, with 
the proud gesture of a legionary. What no one has any 
right to ask of us is, that we should take part in a struggle 
which we find has already been decided in our own 
hearts. For every generation must be what the Hebrews 
called Niftali, which means, "I have already fought my 
battles." 

g6 
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So far as we are concerned ·the old dispute has long 

ago been decided. We do not now understand how it is 
possible to speak of a human life in which the organ of 
truth has been amputated, or of a truth which requires 
the withdrawal of the vital stream before it can exist. 

The problem of truth to which I have briefly alluded 
is only a -single example. The same situation arises in 
the case of the moral and juristic standard which is 
supposed to regulate our wills, as truth regulates our 
thought. Goodness and justice, if they are what they 
claim to be, must necessarily be unique. Justice which is 
only just for a certain time, or for a certain race, cancels 
its own meaning. In ethics and law, then, too, the 
principles of relativism and rationalism arise, as they do 
also in art and religion. This is as much as to say that 
the problem of truth is dispersed throughout all the 
spiritual orders which we imply when we use the word, 
"culture." 

Under this new· name the question loses something of 
its technical aspect and approximates more to ac1;ual 
human energies. Let us therefore take it up at this 
point and try to exainine it with all the severity we can, 

' noting all its acutely dramatic character. Thought is a 
vital function, like digestion, or the circulation of the 
blood. The fact that the latter are processes active in 
space and among bodily tissues, while the former is not, ' 
makes no real difference so far as our particular theme 
is concerned. When the nineteenth century biologist 
refuses to consid~r as vital phenomena those which do 
not possess corporeal character he adinits, at the start, 
a prejudice which is incompatible with any strict 
positivism. A doctor treating a patient has before him 
with equal immediacy the phenomenon of thought and 
that of respiration. An act of judgment is a tiny element 
of life: so too is an act of will. They are emanations or 
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momenta of a self-centralised microcosm, the organic 
individual. I think my thoughts as I rearrange the 
chemical constituents of my food or pump blood from 
my heart. In all three cases we are concerned with 
vital necessities. To understand a biological phenomenon 
is to demonstrate its necessity for the preservation of the 
individual, or, what is the same thing, to discover its 
vital utility. My thought, therefore, finds its cause and 
justification in myself as an organic individual: it is an 
instrument for the benefit of my life, an organ of it, 
regulated and governed by it. 

But, from another point of view, to think is to set 
before our individuality the nature of phenomena. The 
fact that we sometimes fall into error merely confirms 
the generally tru~ul character of thought. We give 
the name of error to a flawed thought, a thought that 
is not properly a thought at all. The business of thought 
is to reflect the world of phenomena, to adjust itself to 
them in one way or another: in short, to think is to think 
truth, just as to digest is to assimilate victuals. Error 
does not destroy the general truth of thought any more 
than indigestion annuls the fact of normal assimilative 
process. 

Thought, then, has two distinct facets: on the one 
hand it comes into being as a vital need of the individual 
and is governed by the law of subjective utility: on the 
other hand it consists, actually, in an adaptation to 
phenomena and is directed by the objective law of truth. 

It is the same with our volitions. An act of will is 
strictly centrifugal in character. It is an emanation of 
energy, an impulse which rises from the depths of the 
organism. The wish in its narrowest sense is always the 
wish to do something. The love of something and the 
simple desire that something may exist both intervene, 
no doubt, in the preparation of the act of will, but they 
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are not the act itself. We wish, in the proper sense of the 
word, when, besides desiring that things may exist in a 
certain way, we determine to realise our desire and 
execute efficient acts which are to modify reality. In 
volitions there is a very clear manifestation of the vital 
urge of the individual. By their means he satisfies, 
revises and amplifies his organic needs. 

Let us analyse an act of will at the point of the clearest 
emergence of its character. For example, take a case 
in which, after some vacillation and hesitation, we 
finally decide, at the end of a dramatic self-communion, 
to do something, and other possible resolves are repressed. 
We then observe that our decision has resulted from the 
fact that one of the competing proposals has appeared 
preferable in our eyes. Every wish, therefore, is consti
tutionally a wish to do the best that can be done in any 
situation, and this is an acceptance of an objective 
standard of what is good. Some will think that this 
objective volitional standard, this summum bonum, is the 
service of God; others will suppose that the best attitude 
consists in a circumspect egoism, or on the contrary, in 
doing the greatest good to the greatest number of their 
fellow-creatures. But, whatever its content, when a wish 
for something exists, the thing is wished for because it is 
believed to be the "best, and we are only satisfied with 
ourselves, we have only wished fully apd unreservedly, 
when we think we have adapted ourselves to a standard 
of the will which exists independently of ourselves, 
beyond our own individuality. 

This double character, which we find in intellectual 
and volitional phenomena, is equally well authenticated 
when we come to resthetic feeling or religious emotion. 
In other words a whole series of vital phenomena exists 
endowed with a doubly dynamic character; a strange 
duality. On the one hand they are the spontaneous 
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product of the living person and have their cause and 
government centred within the organic individual: 
on the other hand they are bound by an inner necessity 
to submit to a government or law which is objective. 
Both aspects, it should be carefully observed, are mutually 
interdependent. I cannot think usefully, for my bio
logical purposes, if I do not think what is true. Thought 
which would normally present us with a world divergent 
from the true world would lead us to commit incessant 
practical errors and consequently human life would by 
now have disappeared. In functioning intellectually, 
then, I do not succeed in self-adjustment, in being useful 
to myself, if I do not adjust myself to what is not myself, 
to my environment, to the transorganic world, to what 
transcends my own being. But also vice versa: truth does 
not exist if the person concerned does not think it, if 
there is not born in his organic being the mental act, 
with its inevitable aspect of intimate conviction. For 
thought to be true it must coincide with phenomena, 
with what transcends my own being; but at the same time, 
for this thought to exist, I must think it, I must believe 
in its truth, give it an intimate place in my life, make it 
immanent in the tiny biological globe which is myself. 

Simmel, who has treated this question more acutely 
than anyone else, insists quite rightly on this peculiar 
aspect of the p4enomenon of human life. The life of 
man, or the collection of phenomena integrated by the 
organic individual, possesses a transcendent dimension 
inasmuch as it abandons, so to speak, its own privacy 
and introduces itself into something alien, beyond its 
own limits. This dimension comprises thought, will, 
resthetic feeling and religious emotion. I do not mean 
that in analysing, for example, the phenomenon of 
intelligence we accept the existence of the truth that it 
claims to contain. Although, as philosophers, we might 
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not consider such existence substantiated, the phe
nomenon of thought does include, whether we like it or 
not, that claim; in fact, it consists of nothing else. So 
that when the relativist refuses to admit that a living 
being can think what is true he is convinced, in his 
capacity of living being, that there is truth in his very 
refusal. 

Apart, then, from all theory, descending to simple facts 
and confining ourselves to the strictest positivism
which those who call themselves positivists never 
practise-we find that human life appears to be the 
phenomenon of the transcendence of the organism by 
certain activities which are immanent in it. Life, said 
Simrnel, consists, precisely, in being something more 
than life; what is immanent in it is a transcendence 
beyond vital limits. 

We can now give the word, culture, its exact signifi
cance. There are vital functions which obey objective 
laws, though they are, inasmuch as they are vital, 
subjective facts, within the organism; they exist, too, 
on condition of complying with the dictates of a regime 
independent of life itsel£ These are culture. The term 
should not, therefore, be allowed to retain any vague
ness of content. Culture consists of certain biological 
activities, neither more nor less biological than digestion 
or locomotion. There was much talk during the nine
teenth century, particularly in Germany, of culture as 
"spiritual life." The reflections we are now making 
permit us, fortunately, to give a precise sense to that 
expression, to the magic formula pronounced with 
gestures of such ecstatic rapture by the modern pre
tenders to sanctity. "Spiritual life" is nothing more nor 
less than the store of vital functions whose products or 
results possess a durability and importance independent 
of life. For instance, among the various ways in which 
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we can behave to our neighbours our perception selects 
one in which it finds the special quality called 'justice." 
The capacity for perceiving, for thinking justice, and 
preferring the just to the unjust is primarily a faculty 
with which the organism is endowed in order that it may 
promote its own peculiar and private convenience. If 
the sense of justice had been pernicious, or even super
fluous, to the living being, it would have meant so heavy 
a biological burden that the human race would have 
succumbed. Justice, then, comes into existence in the 
character of a mere vital and subjective convenience; 
organically, juristic sensibility possesses neither more nor 
less value than the pancreatic secretion. However, 
justice, once it has been segregated by sentiment, 
acquires an independent value. It is an element in the 
actual concept of "the just" and includes the irresistible 
demand for its own existence. The requirements of 
what is just have to be fulfilled, though they may be 
inconvenient for life. Justice, truth, moral rectitude and 
beauty are things that are of value in themselves and 
not only in the proportion in which they are useful to 
life. Consequently, the vital functions in which these 
things are produced possess a value in themselves, apart 
from that of their biological utility. On the other hand 
the pancreas has no more importance that what is due 
to its organic utility. The secretion of such a substance 
is a function that ends with life itself. The value that 
justice and truth have in themselves, that plenary suffic
iency in them that makes us prefer them to the very life 
that produces them, is the quality we denominate spiritu
ality. In modem ideology "spirit" does not mean any
thing like "soul." The spiritual is not an incorporeal 
substance, not a reality. It is simply a quality that some 
things possess and others do not. That quality consists 
in the possession of a special significance and value. 
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The Greeks would have called modern spirituality 
"nous" but not "psyche" or soul. Accordingly, the per
ception of justice, ·th!" knowledge or thought of truth, 
artistic creation and enjoyment possess a significance of 
their own, a value in themselves, even if we ignore their 
utility to the living being which exercises such functions. 
They are spiritual life or culture. On the other hand 
secretions, locomotion and digestion are infra-spiritual 
life, purely biological life, with no significance or value 
outside the organism. For our clearer mutual under
standing let us call ·such vital phenomena as do not 
transcend the biological by the name, spontaneous life.* 

I do not think that the most fastidious devotee of 
culture and "spirituality" will find any of the special 
privileges attaching to these terms omitted from the 
foregoing definition. My only innovation has been to 
emphasise a certain aspect of them which the "cul
turalist" hypocritically attempts to obliterate and then 
ignores as though he had forgotten it. In fact, when we 
hear talk of "culture" and "spiritual life" there appears 
to be no question of anything but a separate life distinct 
from and out of all touch with the unfortunate and much 
despised "spontaneous" life. Anyone would suppose 
that thought, religious ecstasy and moral heroism can 
exist in the absence of the humble pancreatic secretion, 
the circulation of the blood and the nervous system. 
The culturist boards the adjective "spiritual" and cuts 
the cables that hold it to the substantive "life," sensu 
stricto, forgetting that the adjective is no more than a 
specification of the substantive and that without the 
latter the former could not exist. This is the fundamental 
error of rationalism in all its forms. The "raison" of the 

* On identical grounds-and this is a most important. point to 
note-spiritual activities are also primarily spontaneous life. The 
pure idea of science comes into being in the character of a spon
taneous emanation of the person concerned,. as a tear docs .. 
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rationalists, which pretends that it is not simply one 
vital function among many, and that it does not submit 
to the same organic regulation as the rest, has no exist
ence: it is a foolish and purely fictitious abstraction. 

There is no culture without life, there is no spirituality 
without vitality in the most literal sense that the word 
can bear. The spiritual is not less or more life than the 
non-spiritual. · 



CHAPTER V 

THE DOUBLE IMPERATIVE 

T HE fact is that the phenomenon of human life has 
two faces, the biological and the spiritual, and is 
for that reason subject to two distinct forces which 

act on it in the manner of two poles attracting it in oppo
site directions. Thus, intellectual activity gravitates on 
the one side towards the centre of biological necessity and 
on the other is exposed to the intimations or rather 
positive orders of the extra-vital principle oflogicallaw. 
Similarly, resthetic feeling is in one direction subjective 
enjoyment, in the other beauty. The beauty of a painting 
does not consist in the fact, which is of no importance 
so far as the painting is concerned, that it causes us 
pleasure, but on the contrary we begin to think it a 
beautiful painting when we become conscious of the 
gently persistent demand it is making on us to feel 
pleasure. 

The essential note in the new sensibility is actually 
the determination never in any way to forget that 
spiritual or cultural functions are equally and simul
taneously biological functions. Further, that culture for 
that reason cannot be exclusively directed by its objective 
laws, or laws independent of life, but is at the same time 
subject to the laws of life. We are governed by two 
contrasted imperatives. Man as a living being must be 
good, orders the one, the cultural imperative: what is 
good must be human, must be lived and so compatible 
with and necessary to life, says the other imperative, the 

45 
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vital one. Giving a more generic expression to both, we 
shall reach the conception of the double mandate, 
life must be cultured, but culture is bound to be vital. 

We are dealing, then, with two kinds of pressure, 
which mutually regulate and modify one another. 
Any fault in equilibrium in favour of one or the other 
involves, irremediably, a degeneration. Uncultured 
life is barbarism, devitalised culture is byzantinism. 

There is a schematic and formalist way of thinking 
which proceeds without the co-operation of life and 
without direct intnition. It is a kind of cultural utopian
ism. We fall into it whenever we admit, without ante
cedent revision, certain principles of an intellectual, 
moral, political, resthetic or religious nature, and, 
making the immediate assumption that they are valid, 
insist on the acceptance of their consequences. The 
present age is dangerously addicted to this unhealthy 
practice. The generations which invented positivism 
and ration;wsm made a most extensive synthesis of the 
questions raised by these systems of thought, the matter 
being of vital importance to them, and extracted their 
principles of culture from the strenuously elaborated 
scheme they propounded. In the same way, liberal and 
democratic ideas arose from practical contact with 
fundamental problems of society. But to-day hardly 
anyone proceeds on these lines. The characteristic 
fauna of modernity are the "naturalist" who swears by 
positivism without ever having taken the trouble to 
make a fresh synthesis of the theme formulated by that 
system, and the democrat who has never questioned the 
truth of democratic dogma. Hence results the farcical 
contradiction involved in the statement that actual 

· European culture, while it pretends to be the only 
rational system, the only one, that is to say, founded 
upon practical reason, is really no longer lived and 
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experienced in virtue of its rationality, but is embraced 
on mystical grounds. Pio Baroja's character, who 
believes in democracy as men believe in the Virgin of 
the Pillar,* is, like his predecessor the chemist Homais, 
a typical representative of modern times. The apparent 
predominance that has been acquired in this continent 
by retrograde forces does not arise from their being the 
bearers of principles superior to those of the opposition, 
but from the fact that they are at any rate free from such 
an essential contradiction and utter hypocrisy as that 
displayed by "rationalism." The traditionalist is in 
accord with his own inner being. His belief in mysticism 
is dictated by mystical motives. At any moment he can 
accept the ordeal of battle without being conscious of 
vacillation or reservation in his own mind. On the other 
hand anyone believing in rationalism as men believe 
in the Virgin of the Pillar can be said to have virtually 
ceased, in his heart of hearts, to believe in rationalism 
at all. Through mental inertia, through habit, through 
superstition, in a word, through traditionalism, he goes 
on adhering to the old rationalist theses which are now 
beyond the operation of creative reason and have become 
petrified, ritualised and byzantified. The rationalists 
of to-day perceive, in a more or less confused manner, 
that they are no longer in the right. Nor is this so much 
because they cannot now maintain a firm front against 
their adversaries, as because their home front has been 
demolished. The doctrines of liberty and democracy 
which they defend have ceased to satisfy the require
ments of their champions; they do not fit with the neces
sary exactitude into their sensibility. This internal 
dualism robs the rationalists of the elasticity needed 
for controversy and they now enter the fray _so torn 

* An image of the Virgin profoundly reverenced in Spain ,par-
ticularly in Saragossa. (Translator's note.) . 
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by domestic dissension that they are already half 
routed. 

The extreme anomaly of such a situation obviously 
and necessarily requires the completion of the objective 
imperative by the subjective. It is not enough, for 
example, that a scientific or political concept should 
appear true for geometrical reasons, if we are to support 
it. It must also engender in us an absolute faith, free 
from all reservation. When this does not supervene it is 
our duty to retire from the concept and modify it as 
much as may be necessary, so that it may be made to 
agree strictly with our demands as organisms. A moral 
system which is geometrically perfect but leaves us 
cold and is no spur to action is subjectively immoral. 
The ethical ideal cannot content itself with being the 
most correct of ideals: it must also succeed in arousing 
our emotions. In the same way it is fatal for us to get 
into the habit of acknowledging as examples of con
summate beauty works of art-for instance, the classics
which may be objectively of the greatest value but which 
do not induce enjoyment in us. 

Consequently our activities require the regulation of a 
double series of imperatives, which might be summarised 
as follows: 

ACTIVITIES 

Thought 
Will 
Sentiment 

IMPERATIVES 

1! {Truth 
~ Goodness 
0 Beauty 

11 {Sincerity 
il:, E~otional Drive 

Enjoyment 

The epoch which men have unfortunately decided to 
call "modern," viz., that beginning with the Renaissance 
and continuing up to our own day has been progressively 
dominated, more and more exclusively, by an altogether 
one-sided "culturalist" tendency. This one-sidedness 
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involves a consequence of the gravest import. If we 
become so absorbed in adapting our convictions to 
what reason affirms to be truth we run the risk of 
believing that we believe, of feigning conviction because 
we are pleased to desire it. This prevents the realisation 
of culture in us and leaves it lying like a superficial 
pretence upon the substance of our effective life. In 
various degrees, but with a morbidly exasperated 
development during the last century, this has been the 
characteristic phenomenon of modern European history. 
People believed that they believed in culture: but strictly 
speaking they were dealing with a gigantic collective 
fiction which the individual did not apprehend because 
it had been forgery from the very foundations of his 
consciousness. On the one side marched principles, 
phrases and gestures, which were sometimes heroic: on 
the other the reality of existence, the life of every day 
and every hour. The English word "cant," signifying . 
a scandalous duality between what people believe they 
are doing and what they are actually doing, does not 
really, as has been maintained, apply specifically to 
England only, but is common to all Europe. The 
Oriental, unaccustomed to the separation of culture 
and life, since he has always required vitality in the 
former, sees in Occidental behaviour a radical and all
embracing hypocrisy and cannot repress, when in 
contact with Europeans, a sentiment of disdain. 

Such a dissociation between standards and their 
permanent translation into action would never have 
come about if we had been taught, together with the 
imperative of.objectivity, that of self-consistency, which 
comprises the whole series of vital imperatives. It is 
necessary that at all times we should be sure that we do 
in fact believe what we presume we believe; that the 
ethical ideal we accept "officially" does in fact interest 

D 
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and stimulate the deeper energies of our personality. 
If we had been in the habit of so clarifying our inward 
situation from time to time, we should have automatically 
exercised due selection in culture and eliminated all 
such forms of it as are incompatible with life, utopian, 
and conducive to hypocrisy. On the other hand culture 
would not have been continually relegated to increasingly 
remote distances from the vitality which creates it, nor 
condemned at last, in a ghostly isolation, to petrifaction. 
So, in one of those phases of the drama of history, in 
which man needs all his vital resources to ·preserve 
himself from catastrophic circumstances and needs 
most of all those which are nourished and stimulated 
by faith in transcendental values, that is, in culture, it 
happens that, in such an hour as that which is now 
passing over Europe, everything fails him. And yet 
junctures like the present are the experimental test of 
cultures. Facts have brutally imposed on European'S, 
through their own indiscretion, the immediate obligation 
to be self-consistent, to decide whether they authentically 
believe in what they believe, and they have discovered 
that they do not. They have called this discovery the 
"breakdown of culture." , It is obvious that there is 
nothing o.f the sort: something had broken down long 
before, and that was the self-consistency of Europeans: 
the breakdown is that of their own vitality. 

Culture arises from the basic life of the person con
cerned, and is, as I have pointed out with deliberate 
reiteration, life sensu stricto, that is, spontaneity, sub
jectivity. Little by little science, ethics, art, religious 
faith and juristic standards become separated from the 
person considering them and begin,Jo acquire a con
sistency of their own, an independent value, prestige and 
authority. A time comes when life itself, the generator 
of all these conceptions, bows down before them, yields 
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to its own creation and enters its service. Culture 
has become objective and set itself up in opposition to 
the subjectivity which has engendered it. The words 
ob-ject, ob-_jectum, gegen-stand, have the significance of 
that which is op-posed, that which establishes itself and 
sets itself up against the subject or person concerned as 
his law, precept and government. At this point culture 
comes to its fullest maturity. But certain liinits have to be 
maintained to such an opposition to life, to such a separa
tion between subject and object. Culture only survives 
while it continues to receive a constant flow of vitality 
from those who practise it. When this transfusion is 
interrupted and culture becomes more remote from life 
it soon dries up and becomes ritualised. Culture, then, 
has its hour of birth, which is its hour of lyric beauty, 
and its hour of petrifaction, which is its hour of ritualisa
tion. There is culture in the bud and culture in flower.* 
In ages of reform like our own culture in flower is bound 
to be suspected and emergent culture tended, or, what 
comes to the same thing, cultural imperatives are arrested 
and vital imperatives come into the foreground. Culture 
has to face the opposition of self-consistency, spontaneity 
and vitality. 

• It is interesting to be present, through the medium of history, 
at this process, and see how what is later to be a simple principle 
of equity begins by being a magic rite, a legendary incantation, the 
special inclination of a group or simply a material convenience. 
It is always the same, in science, in morals, or in art. There should 
be a genealogy of culture. . 



CHAPTER VI 

THE TWO IRONIES, OR, 
SOCRATES AND DON JUAN 

H
UMAN life is never without its two dimensions, 
culture and spontaneity; but only in Europe have 
these dimensions reached a point of complete 

differentiation, disengaging themselves to the point of 
forming two antagonistic poles. Neither in India nor in 
China have either science or morals ever achieved the 
status of powers independent of spontaneous life, and the 
exercise, in that capacity, of sovereignty over the latter. 
The thought of the Oriental, however acute and profound, 
has never separated itself from the thinker to the point 
of attaining to that definitely objective existence which a 
physical law, for instance, enjoys in European conscious
ness. It can be held that Oriental life is nearer perfection 
than Occidental; but its culture is evidently less culture 
than ours; realises less radically the sense that we give 
to the term. The glory, and perhaps the tragedy, of 
Europe is built up, on the contrary, upon the fact of 
Europeans having developed the transcendent dimen
sion of life to its ultimate consequences. Oriental 
wisdom and morality have never lost their traditionalist 
character. The Chinese is incapable of conceiving an 
idea of the world by merely taking as his starting point 
the rationality, the truth of the idea itsel£ If he is to 
lend it his adherence and be convinced by it he has to 
see it as authorised by an immemorial past; that is to 
say, he must discover its foundations in the mental 
habits which his organism has absorbed from the race. 

52 
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What exists by tradition is not what exists by culture. 
Traditionalism is really only a form of spontaneity. 
The men of I 789 exploded all the past and took pure 
reason as the basis of their formidable work of destruc
tion; on the other hand, before the last Chinese revolution 
could be accomplished it had to. be preached, and proved 
to have been suggested by the most orthodox Confucian 
dogma. 

All the splendour and all the misery of European 
history are due, perhaps, to the utter divorce and anti
thesis that now subsist between the two opposing terms. 
Culture, or reason, has been refined to the last degree, • 
almost to the point of severance from spontaneous life, 
which, for its own part, has remained equally isolated, 
but in a crude and practically aboriginal state. This 
condition of extreme tension inaugurated the unique 
dynamic quality, the endless vicissitudes and the per
manent restlessness of the history of this continent. When 
we turn to Asiatic history we invariably seem to be 
watching the vegetal growth of a plant, of an inert 
being, without sufficient resilience to defy destiny. 
Vigorous resilience of this kind breaks out continually 
in the course of Occidental evolution, being caused 
by disturbance in the level of the two poles of life. 
Consequently, nothing illuminates the historical process 
of Europe to better effect than determination of the 
various relative positions taken up by culture and 
spontaneity. 

For we must not forget that culture, or reason, has 
not always existed on this earth. There was a moment, 
the chronology of which is perfectly well known, at 
which the objective pole of life, viz., reason, was dis
covered. It may be said that on that day Europe, as 
such, came into being. Till then, existence on this 
continent had been merged with that in Asia or Egypt. 
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But one day, in the market-place at Athens, Socrates 
discovered reason. 

I do not think that anyone can speak significantly of 
the duty of present-day man without having made 
himself thoroughly well acquainted with the meaning 
of the discovery of Socrates. It contains the key to 
European history and without it both our past and our 
present form an unintelligible hieroglyph. 

Men had reasoned before Socrates; strictly speaking, 
two centuries of reasoning had already elapsed in the 
Hellenic world. But in order that something· may be 
discovered it is obviously necessary that it should be 
already in existence. Parmenides and Heraclitus had 
reasoned, but they did not know it. Socrates was the 
first to realise that reason is a new universe, more perfect 
than and superior to that which we find, spontaneously, 
in our environment. Visible and tangible phenomena 
vary incessantly, appear and vanish, pass into one 
another: white blackens,. water evaporates, man dies; 
what is greater in comparison with one thing turns out 
to be smaller in comparison with another. It is the same 
in the internal world of man: desires and projects change 
and contradict themselves; when pain lessens it becomes 
pleasure; when pleasure is repeated it grows wearisome 
or painful. Neither our environment nor our inner self 
affords a safe and solid refuge for the mind. On the other 
hand, pure ideas, or logoi, constitute a set' of immutable 
beings, which are perfect and precise. The idea of 
whiteness contains nothing but "white"; movement never 
becomes static; "one" is always "one," just as two is 
always two. These ideas enter into mutual relation 
without ever discomposing one another or admitting 
vacillation: largeness is inexorably opposed to smallness; 
on the other hand, justice joins unity. Justice is, in fact, 
always one and the same. 
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It must have been with unparalleled emotion and 

enthusiasm that men saw, for the first time, the austere 
oudines of ideas, or "rationalities" rise before their 
minds. However mutually impenetrable two bodies 
may be, two ideas are much more so. Identity, for in
stance, resists, absolutely, any confusion with Difference. 
The virtuous man is always simultaneously more or less 
vicious; but Virtue is utterly distinct from Vice. Pure 
ideas are, then, clearer, more unmistakable, more 
impregnable, than the phenomena of our vital environ
ment, and they behave in accordance with precise and 
invariable laws. 

The feeling of excitement that the sudden revelation 
of this symbolical world provoked in the generations of 
the Socratic period comes home to us in the vibrant 
quality of the dialogues of Plato. There was no doubt 
about it: true reality had been discovered; and in contrast 
with it the other world, that presented to us by spon
taneous life, underwent an automatic depreciation. 
This experience imposed on Socrates and his age a very 
definite attitude, indicating that the mission of mankind 
was to substitute the rational for the spontaneous. 
Accordingly, in the domain of intelligence, the individual 
felt constrained to suppress his spontaneous convictions, 
which were only "opinions" or doxai, and adopt, instead, 
the thoughts of pure reason, which were the only real 
type of knowledge or episteme. Similarly, in practical 
behaviour to deny and keep in abeyance all his native 
desires and propensities, so as to be able to afford a 
docile obedience to the mandates of rationality. 

The theme of the Socratic period comprised, then, 
the design to get rid of spontaneous life and supplant it 
by pure reason. But this enterprise involves a duality 
in our existence, for spontaneity cannot be altogether 
annihilated; all that can be done is to arrest its progress 
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as it grows, to restrain it and overlay it with the second 
type of life, that acting by reflex mechanism, in other 
words, rationality. In spite of Copernicus we continue 
to observe that the sun sets in the west; but this spon
taneous evidence proffered us by our vision remains, 
so to speak, in abeyance, and has no consequences. We 
overspread it with the reflex conviction furnished to us 
by the pure reason of astronomy. Socratism, or rational
ism, begets, on identical grounds, a double life in which 
our non-spontaneous character, or pure reason, is 
substituted for our true character, or spontaneity. It is 
in this sense that Socratic irony is used. For there is 
irony in every act by which we supplant a primary 
movement by a secondary, and instead of saying what 
we think, pretend to think what we say. 

Rationalism is a gigantic attempt to destroy spon
taneous life through irony, regarding it from the point 
of view of pure reason. 

To what extremes can this process go? Can reason be 
self-supporting? Can it get rid of all the rest of life, the 
irrational, and go on living by itself? To this question 
no answer could be given at that time; the great attempt 
had first to be made. The shores of reason had been 
thoroughly explored, but its extent and content were as 
yet unknown. There were many centuries of fanatical 
rationalist investigation to come. Each new discovery 
of pure ideas increased faith in the unlimited possibilities 
of that gradually emerging world. The last centuries 
of Greece began the vast work. And scarcely had the 
Gothic invasion developed into a peaceful settlement 
in the west when the rationalist spark kindled by Socrates 
set fire to the new-born souls of France, Italy, England, 
Germany and Spain. Some centuries later, between the 
Renaissance and 17oo, the great rationalist systems were 
constructed. With their aid pure reason invaded enor-
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mous dominions. Men were able, then, for a moment to 
embrace the illusion that the hope of Socrates was about 
to be realised, and that all life would finally accept the 
principles of pure intellect. 

But in the very process of taking possession of the 
rational universe, and particularly on the morrow of the 
establishment of the triumphant systematisations of such 
men as Descartes, Spinoza and Leibniz, it was observed, 
with fresh astonishment, that the territory was limited. 
After 1700 strict rationalism begins to discover, not fresh 
types of reason, but the limits of reason, its boundaries 
marching with the infinite environment of the irrational. 
The century of critical philosophy supervenes, whose 
waves were to break so magnificently over the last 
hundred years and end by arriving, in our own day, 
at a definite demarcation of frontiers. 

We now see clearly that Socrates and the centuries that 
succeeded him were in error, though their error has 
proved a fruitful one. Pure reason cannot supplant life: 
the culture of abstract intelligence is not, when compared 
with spontaneity, a further type of life which is self
supporting and can dispense with the first. It is ouly a 

, tiny island afloat on the sea of primeval vitality. Far 
from being able to take the place of the latter, it must 
depend upon and be maintained by it, just as each one 
of the members of an organism derives its life from the 
entire structure. 

This is the stage of European evolution which coin
cides with our own generation. The terms of the problem, 
after passing through a long cycle of changing positions, 
now stand at a point exactly opposite to that which they 
occupied in the mind of Socrates. Our age has made a 
discovery which is the inverse of his: he hit upon the 
direction which the power of reason takes; it has been 
left to us to discern its terminus. Our mission, therefore, 
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is the contrary of his. Through rationalism we have once 
more discovered spontaneity. 

This discovery does not mean a return to an ingenuous 
primevalism similar to that professed by Rousseau. 
Reason, culture mort geometrico, is an acquisition we can 
never forgo. But it is necessary to correct Socratic or 
rationalist or culturalist mysticism, which is ignorant of 
the limits of reason, or fails to deduce honestly the 
consequences of such limitation. Reason is merely a form 
and function of life. Culture is a biological instrument 
and nothing more. When it is set up in opposition to 
life it represents a rebellion of the part against the whole. 
It must be reduced to its proper rank and duty. 

The modern theme comprises the subjection of reason 
to vitality, its localisation within the biological scheme, 
.and its surrender to spontaneity. In a few years it will 
seem ridiculous to have exacted from life an acquiescence 
in the service of culture. The mission of the new age is, 
precisely, the conversion of that relation and the demon
stration that it is culture, reason, art and ethics that must 
enter the service of life. 

Our attitude implies, then, a new irony, of a type 
inverse to that of Socrates. While he mistrusted spon
taneity and regarded it through the spectacles of 
rational standards, the man of the present day mistrusts 
reason and criticises it through the spectacles of spon
taneity. He does not deny reason, but rejects and 
ridicules its pretensions to absolute sovereignty. Old
fashioned people may perhaps COI)Sider this disrespectful. 
In any case it is inevitable. The hour at which life will 
present its demands to culture can no longer be post
poned. "Everything which, at the moment, we call 
culture, education and civilisation, will have to appear, 
one day, before the infallible judgment seat ofDionysus," 
declaredNietzsche,prophetically,inoneofhisearlyworks. 
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Such is the irreverent irony of Don Juan, the enigmatic 

figure which our age has continued to prune and polish 
to the point of finally bestowing a precise significance 
upon it. Don Juan revolts against morality because 
morality had previously risen in rebellion against life. 
Only when a system of ethics is current which affirms 
plenary vitality as its first rule, will Don Juan agree to 
submit. But this will mean the succession of a new type 
of culture, the biological. Pure reason has, then, to 
surrender its authority to vital reason. 



CHAPTER VII 

VALUATIONS OF LIFE 

WHEN we say that the essential theme of modern 
times, and the mission of the present generations, is 
constituted by an energetic attempt to regulate the 

world from the point of view of life, we run a serious 
risk of this allegation not being properly understood. 
For it may be considered that the attempt has often 
been made already; and further, that the vital point of 
view is that which is innate ·and primary in mankind. 
Surely this is the procedure of the savage, the pre
cultural man? ' 

Not at all. The savage does not regulate the universe, 
exterior and interior, from the point of view of life. To 
take up a certain point of view implies the adoption of a 
contemplative, theoretical or rational attitude. . We 
might just as well substitute the word, principle, for the 
expression, point of view. Now, there is nothing more 
hostile to biological spontaneity, to pure living, than 
the search for a principle from which we may derive our 
thoughts and actions. The selection of a point of view 
is the initial action of culture. Consequently the vital 
imperative which dominates the destiny of the coming 
race bears no relation to the return to a primitive mann~r 
of existence. 

What we are dealing with is a fresh manifestation of 
culture; a consecration of life, which has hitherto been a 
bare fact, and, so to speak, a cosmic accident; this 
consecration is converting it into a principle and a right. 

6o 



VALUATIONS OF LIFE 61 

It may seem a matter for surprise when we come to 
think of it, but it is a fact, that while life has promoted 
the most various entities to the rank of principles it has 
never tried to make itself a principle. Life has proceeded 
under the guidance of religion, science, morality and 
economics; it has even proceeded under the capricious 
direction of art or pleasure; the one expedient that has 
never been essayed is that of living intentionally under 
the guidance of life. Fortunately, mankind has always 
more or less lived in this way, but such living has been 
unintentional; as soon as men saw what they were 
doing they repented, and experienced a mysterious 
remorse. 

This phenomenon in human history is too remarkable 
not to receive some measure of attention. 

The reason for our promotion of any entity to the 
dignity of a principle is to be found in our discovery 
of some superior merit in it. Because we consider that 
it is worth more than other things we have a preference 
for it and contrive to give it precedence over them. In 
addition to the real elements which compose the nature 
of an object the latter possesses a series of unreal elements 
which constitute its value. Canvas, lines, colours and 
forms are the real ingredients of a painting; beauty, 
harmony, grace and simplicity are its values. A thing, 
therefore, is not a value in itself, but it has values, is 
valuable, in fact. And these values, which reside in 
things, are qualities of unreal type. The .lines of the 
painting are seen, but not its beauty; its beauty is "felt" 
or assessed. Assessment is to values what sight is to 
colours and hearing to sounds. 

Every object enjoys, on identical grounds, a kind of 
dual existence. On the one hand it is a structure of real 
qualities, which we can perceive; on the other it is a 
structure of values, which are only apparent to our 
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assessive capacity. And in the same way as there is a 
progressive experience . of the properties of things-we 
discover, to-day, aspects and details which we did not 
see yesterday-there is also an experience of their values, 
a succession of discoveries of them, a greater subtlety in 
their assessment. These two experiences, the sensuous 
and the assessive, proceed independently of each other. 
Sometimes a thing is perfectly well known to us as regards 
its real elements, yet we are blind to its values. The 
paintings of El Greco hung for more than two centuries 
on the walls of the courts of justice, churches and 
galleries. Yet up to the second half of the last century 
their specific values had not been discovered. What had 
formerly seemed faulty in them was suddenly revealed 
as the repository of the highest resthetic qualities. The 
assessive faculty, which makes us "see" values, is there
fore completely distinct from sensuous or intellectual 
perspicacity. And there are men of genius in the domain 
of assessment as there are in that of thought. When 
Jesus, by enduring a blow without resentment, discovered 
humility, he enriched our assessive experience with a 
new value. In the same way, before Manet, no one had 
perceived the charm that lies in the trifling circumstance 
that the life of phenomena proceeds in the envelope of 
vague luminosity provided by the air. The beauty of 
"plein air" painting has made a definite contribution to 
the store of resthetic values. 

If the nature of values is analysed a little further, we 
shall find that they possess certain characters, alien 
from real qualities. It is essential, for instance, for every 
value to be positive or negative: there is no middle term. 
Justice is a positive value: the acts of perceiving it and 
esteeming it are identical. 1'\iustice, on the other hand, 
is also a value, but a negative one: our perception of it is 
actually a condemnation of it. Moreover, every positive 
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value is always superior, equivalent or inferior to other 
values. When we have a clear intuition of any two, we 
observe that one exceeds the other and is set above it, 
each remaining in a different rank. The elegance of a 
dress compels our esteem because it is a positive value; 
but if we compare it with the honesty of a personal 
character, we see that the former, without losing its 
estimable character, is nevertheless subordinate to the 
latter. Honesty is worth more than elegance, it is a 
superior value. For this reason we esteem both, but 
prefer honesty. This mysterious mental activity which 
we caii "preference" proves that values constitute a 
strict hierarchy of fixed and immutable ranks. We may 
be mistaken in our preference in any given case, and 
place the inferior above the superior, just as we may 
make a mistake in calculations without that circumstance 
destroying the strict validity of arithmetical computation. 
When any error in preferential judgment becomes 
constitutional in a person, in an age or in a nation, and 
the inferior comes to be placed habituaily above the 
superior, thus disturbing the objective hierarchy of 
values, it is a perversion, an assessive malady, with 
which we have to deal. 

The foregoing brief remarks on the world of values 
were inevitable if we were to make the fact intelligible 
that up to the present time life has not been consecrated 
as a principle capable of regulating, in its turn, the rest 
of the phenomena of the universe. It now becomes 
possible to divine whence an explanation of this extra
ordinary circumstance may be obtained. Can it be that 
the specific vital values have not yet been discovered? 
And is there not some reason for the delay in such 
discovery? 

It is extremely instructive to cast a glance, though a 
very suinmary one, at the different valuations that have 
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been made of life. It will be suffici~nt for our most 
pressing needs to turn our attention to one or two of the 
outstanding peaks in the process of history. 

Asiatic life culminates in Buddhism: this is the classical 
type, the ripe fruit, of the Oriental tree. In Buddhism 
the Asiatic soul expresses its radical tendencies with the 
clarity, simplicity and fullness characteristic of all classic
ism. And what is life according to Buddha? 

The acute perception of Gautama hit upon the essence 
of the vital process and defined it as a thirst-lanha. Life 
is thirst, ardour, solicitude, desire. It is not attainment, 
for that which is attained is automatically converted 
into a starting point for some new desire. Existence 
regarded in this way, as an overwhelming and insatiable 
thirst, seems purely evil, and has no more than an abso
lutely negative value. The only reasonable attitude to it 
is to reject it. If Buddha had not believed in the tradi
tional doctrine of reincarnation, his only dogma would 
have been that of suicide. But death does not annul 
life: the individual migrates in person through successive 
existences, a prisoner of the eternally and senselessly 
revolving wheel driven by cosmic thirst. How is one to 
escape life, how frustrate the endless chain of rebirth? 
This is all that ought to occupy our attention, all that 
can have value in life: flight, the evasion of existence, 
annihilation. The summum bonum, the supreme value 
opposed by the East to the summum malum of life, is, 
precisely, not-life, the pure not-being of the individual. 

It should be noted that Asiatic sensibility is, at bottom, 
of a type inverse to that of Europe. While the latter 
conceives happiness as fully developed life, as the life of 
life to its completest extent, the most vital solicitude of 
the Indian is to cease to live, to efface himself from life, 
to sink into an "infinite inane," to cease to be conscious 
of himself. The initiate says: ''Just as the enormous seas 
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of the world have but one savour, the savour of salt, so 
the whole of the Law has but one savour, the savour of 
Salvation." This salvation is simply extinction, nirvana, 
parinirvana. Buddhism furnishes a technique for the 
acquisition of such a state and he who practises its 
precepts is enabled to give life a sense that it does not 
naturally bear: he converts it into an instrument for 
the annulment ofits own being.* The life of the Buddhist 
is a "path," a road to the annihilation of life. Gautama 
was the "Master of the Path," the guide upon the 
highways to Nihil. t 

While the Buddhist starts with an analysis of life which 
results in a negative valuation of it, and then discovers 
his summum bonum in annihilation, the Christian does not 
assume, to begin with, an assessive attitude to earthly 
existence at all. I mean that Christianity does not 
start with meditations upon life itself, but that it com
mences at once with the revelation of a supreme reality, 
the divine essence, which is the meeting point of all 

• The stages in such a life of annihilation indicate also the various 
grades of sanctity. The ancient canon is divided into four principal 
ranks: 

(a) The Srotanpana, literally, uHe who has reached the river/' that 
is to say~ he who has set his foot on the path of the Law and thus 
begun his task of self-salvation. 

(b) The Sakrdagamin, "He who returns but once again": this grade 
is occupied by one who has succeeded in annulling his desires and 
passions, but still retains a final remnant of them and is therefore 
obliged to be reborn once more into this world. 

(c) The Anagamin, "He who returns no more," i.e., is not reborn 
on earth, but does exist again, for one further period, in the world 
of the Gods. 

(d) The Arh4t, the highest grade, only attainable by the monk, 
and in which the extinction of nirvana is fully achieved. See Pischel, 
Leben wui Lehre des Buddha, pp. 87-88 ( 1921). 

t A. more detailed exposition of the Buddhist Law would have 
to draw attention to the fact that nirvana does not consist, from the 
Oriental point of view, in an absolute Nothing. It is really the annul
ment of personal existence, and therefore, for a European, equivalent 
to complete non-existence. But it is characteristic of Asiatic thought 
that the Oriental has a positive idea of existence that transcends the 
personal. 

E 
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types of perfection. The infinity of this summum bonum 
reduces all possible others to negligible quantities. 
Accordingly, "this life" is of no value, good or bad. 
The Christian is not, like Buddha, a pessimist, but 
neither is he, strictly speaking, an optimist as regards 
earthly things. The one value recognisable by man is the 
possession of God, the beatitude which is only attainable 
beyond this life in a future existence, the "other life" 
or the "blessed life." 

The valuation of earthly existence begins, for the 
Christian, when such existence is brought into relation 
with beatitude. That which is in itself indifferent and 
devoid of all intrinsic or immanent value of its own can 
then be converted into a great good or a great evil. If 
we assess life on the basis of what it actually is, if we 
affirm it for its own sake, we desert God, who is the one 
true value. In that case life is an incalculable evil, 
absolute sin. For the essence of all sin consists, for the 
Christian, in the application of a worldly standard of 
judgment to our behaviour. Now, desire and pleasure 
imply a tacit and profound acquiescence in life. Pleasure, 
as Nietzsche said, "longs for eternity, longs for deep, 
deep eternity," its aspiration is to perpetuate the moment 
of delight and it cries "da capo" to the reality which 
charms it. Accordingly Christianity makes the desire of 
pleasure, cupiditas, its capital sin.* If, on the contrary, 
we deny life all intrinsic value and maintain that it 
only acquires justification, sense and dignity when it is 
given an intermediate status and made a time of testing 
and practical training for the attainment of the "other 
life," then we invest it with a highly estimable character. 

The value of existence lies, then, for the Christian, in 
somethingoutsideitsownlimits. Notinitsownnature,but 

• Habes aposto/um dit:lnlem radium omnium =lorum tDSe ~·"'ditas. 
(Saini Augusline.) •-r· 
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beyond its horizon; not in its own immanent qualities, but 
only in the transcendent and ultra-vital value that belongs 
to beatitude can life achieve any considerable dignity. 

Temporal phenomena are mean and shallow streams 
of misfortune that acquire nobility only when they widen 
into the sea of eternity. This life is only good in so far 
as it is a medium for progress and adaptation to the other. 
Instead of living for its own sake man should transform 
it into a preparatory exercise and a continuous training 
for death, whose hour is the commencement for the only 
true life. Training is perhaps the contemporary word 
which best translates what Christianity calls asceticism. 

In the arena of the Middle Ages was fought out, with 
gallantry on both sides, the battle between the vital 
enthusiasm of the Goth and the Christian disdain for 
life. Those feudal lords, in whose youthful organisms the 
primitive instincts ramped like wild beasts in their cages, 
gradually surrendered their indomitable zoological 
violence to the ascetic discipline of the new religion. 
They were used to feeding on bears' meat and the flesh 
of deer and wild boar. As a consequence of this diet they 
had to be bled every month. The process of hygienic 
bleeding, which prevented the occurrence of a physio
logical explosion in the patient, was called "minutia." 
Well, Christianity was the integrating "minutia" of 
the biological excess the Goth brought with him from 
his native forests. 

Modern times represent a crusade against Christianity. 
Science and reason have gradually demolished that 
celestial future world which had been erected by Chris
tianity at the frontier beyond the grave. By the middle 
of the eighteenth century the divine world to come had 
evaporated. This life was all that remained to man. 
It seems as though we have now come to a time in which 
vital values are at last about to be revealed. Yet the 
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revelation is still to seek. The thought of the last centuries, 
though anti-Christian, is seen to have adopted an attitude 
in regard to life which has a strong resemblance to that 
of Christianity. What are the substantive values for the 
modem man? Science, art, morals, justice: what has 
been called culture. Are these not vital activities? Cer
tainly they are, and in that sense we might suppose, for 
a moment, that modernity had succeeded in discovering 
the immanent values in life. But a little further analysis 
shows us that this interpretation is not an exact one. · 

Science is the faculty of the understanding that 
pursues truth through the medium of truth itself. It is 
not the biological function of the intellect which, like 
all other vital powers, is the servant of the whole organism 
of the living being and derives its regulation and modula
tion from that organism. Precisely in the same way the 
sentiment of justice, and the actions to which that 
sentiment gives rise, originate in the individual but do 
not refer back to him as their centre; their final relation 
is to the extra-vital value of justice itself. The formula, 
pereat mundus fiat justitia, expresses, with the fury of an 
extreme radicalism, disdain for life and the modern 
apotheosis of cultural standards. Culture, the supreme 
value worshipped by the two positivist centuries, is also 
an ultra vital entity, which occupies, in modem estima
tion, exactly the same position as beatitude formerly 
enjoyed. The European of yesterday and the day before 
yesterday has no conception, any more than has the 
Oriental, of a life of immanent values, such as may pro
perly be called vital. 

The "Good, the Beautiful, the True" only achieve 
estimable importance in the service of culture. The 
doctrine of culture is a kind of Christianity without 
God. The attributes of the latter sovereign reality
Goodness, Truth and Beauty-have been amputated or · 
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dismantled from the divine person, and once they were 
separated they became deified. Science, Law, Morality, 
Art, etc., are activities which were originally vital, 
magnificent and spirited emanations of life, which the 
culturalist only appreciates in so far as they have been 
antecedently disintegrated from the integral process of 
vitality which creates and sustains them. The life of 
culture is habitually called a life of the spirit. There is 
no great distinction between the latter and the "blessed 
life." Strictly speaking, the one cannot claim a larger 
share of immanence than the other in actual histori,cal 
fact, which is always life. Upon investigation it is very 
soon apparent that culture is never a fact or an actuality. 
The movement in the direction of truth or the theoretical 

• exercise of the intelligence is certainly a phenomenon 
whose existence can be verified in different forms to-day, 
just as it could be yesterday or at any other time, no 
less than the phenomena of respiration or digestion. 
But science, or the possession of truth, is, like the posses
sion of God, an event that neither has happened nor 
can happen in "this life." Science is only an ideal. The 
science of to-day corrects that of yesterday, and that of 
to-morrow corrects that of to-day. Science is not a fact 
which is brought about in time: as Kant and his whole 
age thought, complete science or true justice are only 
produced in the infinite process of infinite history. 
Hence culturalism has always an extremely "pro
gressive" character. The meaning and value of life, 
which is essentially present actuality, are for ever awaking 
to a more enlightened dawn, and so it goes on. Real 
existence remains perpetually on the subordinate level 
of a mere transition towards an utopian future. The 
doctrines of culture, progress, futurism and utopianism 
are a single unique ism. Under one denomination or 
the other we invariably find the attitude of mind in 
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which life for its own sake is a matter of indifference, 
and only acquires value if it is considered as an instru
ment or as a basis for the use of a culture operating in 
the "Beyond." 

To what point it is illusory to desire to isolate from 
life certain organic functions to which the mystic name 
of spiritual is given we have learned only too well during 
the recent evolution of Germany. Just as the French
man of the eighteenth century was "progressive," the 
German of the nineteenth has been culturalist. All the 
best German thought from Kant to Igoo can be sub
sumed under the rubric, Philosophy of Culture. We. 
should scarcely be able to enter upon it before we 
perceived its resemblance, in form, to medieval theology. 
There has only been a substitution of certain new entities 
for the old: w~ere the ancient Christian thinker said, 
God, the contemporary German says, Concept (Hegel), 
Supremacy of Practical Reason (Kant, Fichte), or 
Culture (Cohen, Windelband, Rickert). The illusory 
deification of certain vital energies at the cost of all the 
rest, the disintegration of what can only exist in compo
sition, e.g., science and respiration, morals and sexuality, 
justice and a sound secretional system, bring in their 
train the great organic disasters, the gigantic catas
trophes of thought. Life imposes on all its activities an 
imperative of integration, and whoever says "yes" to 
one must affirm all. 

Is it not an alluring idea to reverse the present attitude 
completely and instead of looking outside life for its 
meaning to turn our attention to life itself? Is it not a 
theme worthy of a generation which stands at the most 
radical crisis of modern history, if an attempt be made 
to oppose the tradition and see what happens if instead of 
saying, "life for the sake of culture," we say, "culture 
for the sake of life"? 



CHAPTER VIII 

VITAL VALUES 

WE have seen that whenever, in all previous 
cultures, an attempt was made to discover the 
value oflife or,in the current phrase, its "meaning" 

_or justification, application was· made to conceptions that 
lie beyond its limits. The value of life always seemed 
to consist in something transcending it, for the achieve
ment of which life was merely an avenue or an instru
ment. Of itself, in its immanent aspect, it appeared 
quite devoid of estimable qualities, when, indeed, it 
was not considered to be charged exclusively with 
negative values. 

The reason for this persistent phenomenon is not in 
doubt. For does not the business of living consist, 
precisely, in giving one's attention to what is not life? 
To see is not to contemplate one's own ocular apparatus, 
but to unveil the world about us, to allow oneself to be 
overwhelmed by the impressive flood of cosmic form. 
Desire, the vital function which best symbolises the 
essence of all the rest, is a constant mobilisation of our 
being in directions that lead beyond it: it resembles a 
tireless archer, despatching us endlessly to the targets 
that excite our emotions. In the same way thought 
always thinks something that is not itsel£ Even in the 
case of reflection, when we do think of our own thoughts, 
the latter are bound to have an object which, again, 
is not thought. 

It was an incalculably disastrous error to maintain 
71 
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that life, when left to its own. devices, tends to egoism, 
for in its root and essence it is indisputably altruistic. 

Life is the cosmic realisation: of altruism, and exists 
solely as a peipetual emigratiort of the vital Ego in the 

' direction of the Not-sel£ i 

This transitive character of 'yitality has not been 
neglected by the philosophers whO have investigated the 
value of life. Observing that p\!(lple could not live 
without taking an interest in one thing or another, they 
concluded that it was really those things which were 
interesting, and not the fact itself of being interested. 
A similar equivocation would be committed" in the 
supposition that what was valuable in the practice of 
climbing was the mountain peak and not the ascent. 
In meditating on life one has to evade it, to leave all its 
interior movements in suspense and ineffective, and 
contemplate its flow from without, just as the turbulent 
race of a torrent can be witnessed from the bank of a 
river. For this reason Fichte very properly declared that 
to philosophize is, in its true meaning, not to live, and 
that to live, in its true meaning, is not to philosophize. 
All men, and we ourselves, when we live our spontaneous 
life, toil in the service of science, art or justice. Within 
our vital mechanism these are the ideas that stimulate 
our activity, these are what has value "for" life. But 
when existence is regarded from a point outside itself 
we can see that these fine things are only pretexts 
invented by vitality for its own use, just as an archer 
seeks a target for his arrow. It is not, therefore, trans
cendent values which give a meaning to life but, on the 
contrary, the admirable generosity of spirit in the latter, 
which always requires something alien to itself to kindle 
its enthusiasm. I do not mean by this that all these 
great stimulating ideas have a merely fictitious value: 
my only object is to point out that there is no less value 
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than theirs in the capacity, which constitutes the essence 
of life, to be stirred by what is estimable. 

It is therefore necessary, in philosophy, to accustom 
oneself to keep one's attention fixed upon life itself, 
without permitting oneself to be carried away by its 
movement towards the ultra-vital. Life is like crystal, 
the transparent medium through which we can see other 
objects. If we permit ourselves to be deluded by the 
strong desire that any transparent thing implants in us, 
to pass heedlessly through it to something on the other 
side, we shall never see the crystal. In order to reach 
the point of perceiving it we have to disregard everything 
behind the glass and bring our eyes back to itself, to that 
ironical substance which seems to have a self-annihilating 
quality and to permit itself to be penetrated by what 
lies beyond it. 

An effort similar to that of the above-mentioned ocular 
adjustment has to be made if we are to observe life 
instead of attaching ourselves to it and identifying our
selves with its impulses. We then discover the values 
which are peculiar to it. 

The first of these is closely connected with life regarded 
as genus, whatever may be its direction and content. It 
is enough to compare the mode of existence in the 
mineral kingdom with that proper to all living organisms, 
the former being the simplest and most primitive, to 
obtain a clear intuition of this particular value of life. 
Whenever we perceive an indubitable difference of rank 
between two things, whenever, in concentrating our 
attention upon them, we become aware that there is a 
spontaneous subordination of one to the other, producing 
a hierarchy, we "see" their values. And, in point of fact, 
upon comparison of the most painful and sordid life with 
the most perfect of stones we instantly become aware of 
the superior dignity of the former. So evident is this 
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superiority of the act of living to all that is not life that 
neither Buddhism nor Christianity has been able to deny 
it. I believe I have already indicated that the nirvana of 
the Indian is not, in any strict sense, the mere annihila
tion of life; in other words, it is not absolute death. 
There exist in the Asiatic conception of the world
perhaps it is the most characteristic feature of Eastern 
thought-two forms of existence and of life: the 
individual, in which the living being is conscious of 
himself as a part distinct from the whole, and the 
universal, in which he is everything, and therefore 
nothing in particular. Nirvana, reduced to its simplest 
terms, is the dissolution of the individual life in the great 
living sea of the universe; it therefore preserves the 
generic character of vitality which, in our Western view, 
the stone lacks. Similarly, what Christianity prefers to 
this life is not inanimate existence, but precisely that 
"other" life, which may be as much "other" as you 
please, but which coincides with "this life" in its 
principle, i.e., in being life. Bliss, in the theological 
sense, has distinct biological features, and on the day, 
not perhaps so far distant as the reader thinks, when a 
general science of biology is constructed, in which 
current biology will be only a section, the fauna and 
physiology of heaven will be defined and studied 
biologically, as comprising one of so many "possible" 
forms of life. 

Life, then, does not require to possess any fixed 
content-of asceticism or culture-before it can have 
value and meaning. Life is valuable, no less than justice, 
beauty or beatitude, for its own sake. Goethe was 
perhaps the first man to have a clear notion of this idea 
when he said, surveying his entire existence: "The more 
I think of it the more evident it appears to me that life 
exists simply for the purpose of being lived." This self-
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sufficiency of vitality in the sphere of valuations frees it 
from the dependence to which it has erroneously been 
relegated, and from which arose the doctrine that the 
act of living was only estimable when it was employed 
in the service of something else. 

The fact is that on the actual plane of life itself, when 
measurements are taken, as from a sea-level, from its 
hierarchical altitude, forms of the act of living, all more 
or less valuable, can be distinguished. 

In this connection Nietzsche was the foremost of all 
seers. We owe to him the discovery of one of the most 
fruitful thoughts that have fallen into the lap of our age. 
I refer to his distinction between ascendent and descen· 
dent life, between life as a success and life as a failure. 

There is no necessity to have recourse to extra-vital 
considerations, theological, cultural, etc. Life itself 
selects, and constructs its hierarchy of values. Let us 
imagine that we have before us a collection of specimens 
of a single zoological subdivision of some kind; for 
instance, that of the horse. Even if we reject all utilitarian 
points of view, we can still range the specimens in a 
graduated series in which each animal represents an 
evolutionary stage in the realisation of equine possibili
ties. Seen from the one end the series presents life in its 
ascendent aspect, that is, life becoming, on each occasion, 
more and more life: seen from the other it enables us to 
note the progressive descent of vitality to the stage at 
which degeneration of type sets in. Moreover, between 
one extreme and the other we shall be able to determine 
accurately the point at which vital for,m begins to travel 
definitely towards perfection or decadence. From that 
point downwards we consider the specimens "poor": 
for in them the biological potency of the type becomes 
impoverished. On the other hand, from that point 
upwards there is a gradual evolution of the "pure• 
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blooded" class, of the "noble" animal, in which the type 
achieves "nobility." There are here two values, the one 
positive, the other negative, both purely vital, viz., 
nobility and poverty. In both classes strictly zoological 
activities come into operation, viz:, health, strength, 
speed, mettle and an organically well-proportioned form, 
or else the decline and disappearance of these attributes. 
This perspective of purely vital estimation of values does 
not, of course, exclude mankind. It is high time to make 
an end of the traditional hypocrisy which pretends it 
cannot see in certain human individuals, culturally of 
little or no interest, a splendour and grace of an animal 
type. I mean, of course, that grace of animal type which 
is peculiar to human beings, the grace of the genus "man" 
in its exclusively zoological aspect, but with all its 
specific potencies developed to which, strictly speaking, 
no culture can make any addition. (Culture is merely 
a special direction which we give to the cultivation of 
our animal potencies.) The most remarkable case of 
this kind is that ofN!lpoleon, before whose dazzling per
fection of vitality the saintly adepts of both schools, both 
the mystic and the democrat, are wont to veil their gaze. 

It is extraordinary how difficult some people find it 
to accept the inevitable duplicity with which reality 
often comes before us. Their difficulty is due to their 
only wanting to retain one view of things and to their 
denial or deliberate concealment of the view which 
contradicts it. Ethically and legally Napoleon may have 
been a bandit-a proposition, by the way, not so easy 
to prove unless the demonstrator first takes care to enrol 
himself in some definite school of thought-but, in any 
case, and whether we like it or not, it is indisputable 
that in him the whole structure of man vibrated to its 
depths, for he was, as Nietzsche said, "The bow strung 
to the high<:St possible tension." It is not only the 
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cultural and objective value of truth which is the 
measure of intelligence. When the latter is regarded as 
a pure vital attribute we call its peculiar virtue dexterity, 
bearing in mind that what makes speed really estimable 
in a horse is not actually the fact that we use that quality 
to arrive quickly at a preordained spot. 

There can be no doubt that life in the anuque world 
was less affected by trans-vital values, religious or 
cultural, than life as inaugurated by Christianity and its 
modem developments. A good Greek and a good Roman 
are nearer the zoological buff than a Christian or a 
"progressive" of our own day. And yet Saint Augustine, 
long under pagan influence and long accustomed to an 
"antique" view of the world, was unable to rid himself 
of a profound respect for the "animal" values of Greece 
and Rome. In the light of his new faith an existence 
without God must have seemed worthless and empty to 
him. Nevertheless, the clarity with which the vital grace 
of paganism manifested itself to his intuitive faculty was 
such that he was wont to express his respect for it in the 
equivocal phrase, Virtutes ethnicorum splendida vitia, "The 
virtues of the pagans are splendid vices." Vices? Well, 
then, they are negative values. Splendid? Well, then, 
they are positive ones. This contradictory valuation is 
the utmost that life has in the past been able to acquire. 
The irnptessive grace of life forces itself upon our 
sensibility; but at the same time our appreciation has a 
savour of delinquency about it. Why is it not a delin
quency to say that the sun gives light, while on the other 
hand it is delinquent to think that life is splendid, that 
it makes its voyage laden to the brim with a wealth of 
values, just as the galleys of Ophir were rowed to their 
ports bearing cargoes of pearls? To overcome this 
inveterate hypocrisy in the face of life is perhaps the 
lofty mission assigned to modernity •. 



CHAPTER IX 

SIGNS OF THE TIMES 

THE discovery of immanent values in life by Goethe 
and Nietzsche was an intuition of genius which 
anticipated a future event of the most transcendent 

importance: the discovery of the same values by the 
sensibility possessed in common by a whole epoch. This 
duly foreseen epoch, prophesied by the seers of genius 
I have just mentioned, has now arrived: it is our own. 

The trouble that certain people may take to ignore 
the serious crisis through which Western history is passing 
to-day will be in vain. The symptoms are only too 
evident, and the most obstinate renegade is secretly and 
continuously conscious of them in his own heart. Little 
by little ever larger areas of European society become the 
field of a strange phenomenon which might be called 
"vital disorientation." 

We possess orientation when there does not exist in 
our minds the least doubt of the positions of north and 
south, the ultimate goals which serve the purpose ofideal 
indicative points for the guidance of our faculty of action 
and of our movements. Since life is so essentially action 
and movement, the system of goals towards which our 
acts are despatched and towards which our movements 
advance plays an integrating part in the living organism. 
The things to which we aspire, the things we believe in, 
the things we \<enerate and adore, have been created in 
the environment of our individuality by our actual 
organic potency and constitute a kind of biological 

,a 
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drapery in which we are indissolubly swathed, body and 
soul. Our life proceeds as a function of our environment, 
which in its tum depends upon our sensibility. The 
world of the spider is not the same as that of the tiger 
or as that of mankind. The world of an Asiatic is not 
the same as that of a Greek of Socrates' time or as that 

··of one of our own contemporaries. 
This means that as the living being evolves his environ

ment is proportionately modified and that there is, above 
ail, a proportionate variation in the perspective that his 
enviroment offers. Let us imagine a moment of transition 
during which the great goals that yesterday furnished 
our landscape with so definite an architecture have been 
deprived of their lustre, of their attractive power and of 
their authority over us, while at the same time those 
that are destined to replace them have not yet acquired 
complete clarity of outline and competent vigour of 
growth. At such a season the landscape in the neigh
bourhood of the observer seems to break up, vacillate 
and quake in ail directions; his steps, too, wiil be 
vaciilating, for his cardinal points are oscillating and 
becoming obliterated and the very roads beneath his 
feet are melting away in serpentine undulations as though 
in flight before him. 

Such is the situation with which European existence 
is confronted to-day. The system of values by which its 
activity was regulated thirty years ago has lost its 
convincing character, its attractive force and its impera
tive vigour. The man of the West is undergoing a process 
of radical disorientation because he no longer knows by 
what stars he is to guide his life. 

Let us be accurate: thirty years ago the immense 
majority of European humanity were still living for the 
sake of culture. Science, art and justice were considered 
to be self-sufficient: a life that placed itself entirely at 
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their disposition had a clear conscience. No one ques
tioned the adequacy of those ultimate repositories of 
prestige. The individual, certainly, could ignore them 
and devote himself to other less stable interests; but in 
the very act of so doing he would recognise that he was 
yielding to the licentious freedom of a caprice, below 
the surface of which the cultural justification of existence 
continued unshaken. He was conscious that he might 
return at any moment to the canonical and securely 
established form of life. In the same way the sinner of 
the Christian era in Europe used to regard his own 
sinful life as afloat upon the ocean of the profound and 
living faith in the laws of God which fiiied the recesses 
of his soul. 

During the period covering the end of the nineteenth 
century and the begiuning of the twentieth the politician 
who invoked "social justice;" "public liberty," and the 
"sovereignty of the people" at his meetings was sure of 
a sincere and effective response to these conceptions in 
the intimate sensibility. of his audience. So was the 
hieraticaily solemn apologist of the human dignity of art. 
To-day this is not the case. Why not? Have we ceased 
to believe in these great things? Do we take no further 
interest in justice, science and art? 

There can be no doubt about the answer to these 
questions. We do still believe, but in a different way, and 
as though we were posted at a different spatial interval. 
Perhaps the example that best exhibits the measure of 
the new sensibility is to be found in the art now being 
produced by the young. With surprising unanimity the 
most recent of the generations of ail Western countries 
is creating an art, musical, pictorial and poetic, which is 
infuriating the men of the generations anterior to their 
own. Even people of middle age, who are more 
sympathetically inclined, cannot bring themselves to 
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appreciate the new art, for the simple reason that they 
are unable to understand it. It is not that they think it 
better or worse than the art of the past; they do not 
consider it art at all, and consequently they quite 
sincerely believe that they are dealing with a gigantic 
fraud which has been allowed to spread its ramifications 
over the whole of Europe and America. 

It is not difficult to account for the impassable gu1 
separating the opinions of old and young as regards the 
art of the present day. In previous stages of artistic 
evolution variations of style, which were sometimes 
profound-one remembers the changes brought about 
in romanticism through its conflict with neo-classicism
were always limited to alterations in the objects of 
aesthetic feeling and substitutions of one for another. 
The forms of beauty preferred at various times were 
different. But throughout these variations in the objects 
of aesthetic feeling there remained invariable the attitude 
of the aesthete and the spatial interval between himself 
and the object. In the case of the generation which is 
now reaching maturity the transformation is much more 
radical. The art of the young does not differ from 
traditional art so much in its objects as in its radical 
change of subjective attitude to art itself. The general 
symptom of the new style, evident in all its multiform 
manifestations, is to be found in the circumstance that 
art has been dislodged from its position in the "serious" 
zone of life, has, in fact, ceased to be a centre of vital 
gravitation. The semi-religious character, cultivating 
pathos of a sublime type, which aesthetic taste has been 
acquiring for two centuries, has now been completely 
extirpated. Art, in the consciousness of the new race, 
becomes philistinism or not-art as soon as it is taken 
seriously. The "serious" is the central zone through 
which the axis of our existence passes. But art is incapable 

J1 
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of supporting the entire weight of life. When it tries to 
do so it breaks down and loses its essential grace. If, on 
the other hand, we displace our aesthetic attention and 
transfer it from the centre of life to the circumference, 
and if instead of taking art seriously we take it for what 
it is, an entertainment, a game, a diversion, then the 
work of art will once more assume the lyric charm with 
which it has been associated in the past. 

The disagreement between old and young on aesthetic 
questions is therefore too radical to admit of the 
possibility of amelioration. So far as the old are con
cerned the lack of seriousness in the new art is a defect 
which is quite enough to render it negligible: while in 
the view of the young that very lack of seriousness counts 
as the supreme value of art, and accordingly they do their 
best, by determined and deliberate cultivation, to achieve 
it. 

This revolutionary attitude to art reveals one of the 
most widespread features in the new reaction to existence: 
it is what J long_ago called th"(;-g~,;;~of~"-llS a SEort 
and as a festivity. Culturalprogre8sivity, which has been 
-the rellglon of the last two centuries, could not assess 
the activities of mankind except with an eye to their 
results. The necessity and obligations of culture impose 
on humanity the execution of certain tasks. The effort 
that is made to complete them is accordingly compulsory. 
This compulsory effort, imposed for the sake of pre
determined ends, is work. The nineteenth century 
consequently deified work. It should be observed that 
such work consists in an unqualified effort, lacking any 
sort of prestige in its own nature, which derives its whole 
dignity from the necessity it serves. For this reason it 
has a homogeneous and purely quantitative character, 
which allows of its measurement by hours and its 
remuneration on a mathematically fixed scale. 
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Work is balanced by another kind of effort which does 
not arise from any kind of imposition, but is a perfectly 
free and hearty impulse of vital potency: this is sport. 

If the final aim of the task which gives sense and value 
to effort is to be found in work, the spontaneous effort 
which dignifies the result is to be found in sport. The 
effort is a lavish one, which expends itself prodigally, 
without hope of recompense, as though it were an 
overflow of internal energy. Hence the quality of an 
effort made in the interests of sport is always of the finest. 
It cannot be subjected to the single standard of weight 
and measurement that regulates the ordinary remunera
tion of work. Tasks that are valuable are only completed 
through the mediation of this anti-economic type of 
effort: scientific and artistic creation, political and moral 
heroism, religious sanctity, are the sublime results of 
"sporting" efforts. But it should be noted that the 
progress to such results is not predetermined. No one 
has ever discovered a physical law simply by intending 
to do so: the discovery may more accurately be said to 
come to light in the guise of an unexpected windfall, a 
by-product of the worker's congenial and disinterested 
preoccupation with the phenomena of nature. 

A life, then, which finds the exercise of its own powers 
more interesting and valuable than the prosecution of 
those aims which the taste of yesteryear garnished with 
so unique a prestige will give to its efforts the cheerful, 
hearty and even slightly waggish air that is peculiar to 
sport. It will diminish as far as possible the morose 
expression of the worker who alleges the justification of 
his toil in pathetic reflections on the duty of man and 
the sacred labour of culture. It will create its splendours 
as if in jest, and will not endow them with any great 
importance. The poet will manage his art with his toes, 
like a good footballer. The face of the nineteenth 
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century bears throughout its extent the grim signs of a 
day of toil. Our present youth seems disposed to give 
life the careless aspect of a day of merrymaking. 

It would not be difficult to point to signs of a similar 
type of variation in the political world. The most 
conspicuous feature of European politics during the last 
few years has been its depression. There is less political 
business done than there was in rgoo; what little there 
is we carry on with less spirit and less industry. No one 
anticipates obtaining any satisfaction from it, and we 
are beginning to think our ancestors rather childish for 
letting themselves get killed at barricades for the sake of 
. this or that formula of constitutional law. Or we might 
say, with more point, that the only admiration with 
which those frantic scenes now inspire us is directed to 
the gallant impulse that induced them thus to throw 
away their lives. Their motives, however, we can only 
regard as flimsy. Liberty is a conception that bristles 
with difficulties, and its value is nothing if not equivocal; 
on the other hand, heroism, that sublime "sporting" 
attitude, through which a man projects his life beyond 
its normal boundaries, possesses a vital grace which can 
never grow old. The public history of the last hundred 
and fifty years began with the oath taken in the tennis 
court.* One remembers the pictures painted of that 
glorious spectacle and the expressions oflofty earnestness 
with which the delegates performed their illustrious feat 
of declaration. The very act-an oath-reveals the fact 
that politics was then being given a religious importance. 
Everyone can now perceive the distance at which our 
own age stands from this mode of thought. Nevertheless, 
I repeat that it is not the case that political principles 
have lost their value and significance. Liberty still seems 

• Of the Tuileries in Paris. The oath was taken by the Constituent 
Assembly of 1789. (Tramlator's note.) 
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an excellent conception to us, but it is no more than a 
plan, a formula or an instrument for living. To 
subordinate the latter to the former and deify the 
political id~a of liberty is an idolatry. 

The values of culture have not perished; but they do 
not now occupy the same rank as formerly. As soon as 
any new element is introduced into a perspective its 
whole hierarchy is recast. So, in the spontaneous system 
of valuations which the new race has brought into the 
world, which is, in fact, the new race itself, there has 
appeared a new value-vitality-and the mere fact of 
its presence is diminishing the rest. The epoch anterior 
to our own gave itself up in an exclusive and one-sided 
manner to the assessment of culture, and forgot all about 
·life. The moment life is conceived as an independent 
value, subsisting apart from its contents, science, art and 
politics, though they may retain their original value, 
become less valuable in relation to the total perspective 
of the inward eye of mankind. 



CHAPTER X 

THE DOCTRINE OF THE POINT OF VIEW 

T o oppose life to culture and demand for the former 
the full exercise of its rights in the face of the latter 
is not to make a profession of anticultural faith. If 

the foregoing observations have been interpreted in this 
way, the reader is facing in exactly the opposite direction 
to that required. The values of culture remain intact; all 
that is denied is their exclusive character. For centuries 
we have gol)e on talking exclusively of the need that life 
has of culture. Without in the slightest degree depriving 
this need of any of its cogency, I wish to maintain here 
and now, that culture has no less need of life. Both 
powers-the immanent biological power and the trans
cendent power of culture-remain, when so considered, 
face to face on equal terms, neither being subordinated 
to the other. The mutual respect thus subsisting between 
the two permits the problem of their relations to be 
clearly defined and a more equitable and durable 
synthesis to be prepared. 

Let us now recall the opening considerations of this 
discourse. Modem tradition presents us with a choice 
between two opposed methods of dealing with the 
antinomy between life and culture. One of them
rationalism-in its design to preserve culture denies all 
significance to life. The other-relativism-attempts the 
inverse operation: it gets rid of the objective value of 
culture altogether in order to leave room for life. Neither 
of these solutions, which appeared sufficient to the 

86 
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generations of the past, finds an echo in our own 
sensibility. Neither of them can live without being blind 
to the other's existence. Our own age, not being a prey 
to such obfuscations, and seeing with perfect clarity the 
significance of both contending powers, cannot bring 
itself either to accept the idea that truth, justice and 
beauty do not exist, or to forget that their existence 
requires the support of vitality. 

Let us make this point clearer by concentrating upon 
that element in culture which· is the easiest to define, 
viz., knowledge. 

Knowledge is the acquisition of truths, and in 
acquiring truths we become acquainted with the trans
cendental or trans-subjective universe of reality. Truths 
are eternal, unique and invariable. How, then, can 
there be, in the knower, any process by which they can 
be identified? The reply of rationalism is narrow and 
arbitrary: knowledge is only possible if reality can 
penetrate it without the least disturbance of its own 
fabric. The knower, therefore, must be a transparent 
medium, lacking any sort of special quality or characcer
istic colour: he must be the same yesterday as to-day or 
to-morrow: he must therefore be ultra-vital and extra
historical. Life has essential characters of its own, it 
changes and developes: in a word, it is history. 

The reply of relativity is equally narrow and arbitrary. 
Knowledge is impossible; there is no. such thing as 
transcendent reality, for the reason that every real 
knower resembles an arena that has its own special 
formation. Reality would have to alter its own fabric 
in order to enter such an arena, and the particular 
alteration made would in each case be falsely construed 
as reality. 

It is interesting to notice how in recent times, without 
any mutual collaboration or premeditation, psychology, 
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biology and the theory of knowledge have each, in their 
survey of the facts which form the basis of both rationalist 
and relativist views, been obliged to make certain 
corrections, and are now unanimous in formulating the 
problem in a new way. 

The knower is not a transparent medium, a pure Ego, 
possessed of fixed identity and an invariable nature, nor 
does his reception of reality result in disturbances of 
fabric in the latter. The facts impose a third view of 
the process of knowledge, which is a perfect synthesis of 
the other two. When a sieve or a net is placed in a 
current of liquid it allows certain things to permeate it 
and keeps others out; it might be said to make a choice, 
but assuredly not to alter the forms of things. This is the 
function of the knower, of the living being face to face 
with the cosmic reality of his environment. He does not 
allow himself, without more ado, to be permeated by 
reality, as would the imaginary rational entity created 
by rationalist definitions. Nor does he invent an illusory 
reality. His function is clearly selective. From the 
infinite number of elements which integrate reality the 
individual or receiving apparatus admits a certain 
proportion, whose form and substance coincide with the 
meshes of his sensitised net. The rest, whether· 
phenomena, facts or truths, remain beyond him. He 
knows nothing of them and does not perceive them. 

An elementary and purely physiological instance of 
this process may be found in the mechanism of sight and 
hearing. The ocular and auditive structures of the 
human race admit wave vibrations between fixed 
minimum and maximum velocities. Such colours and 
sounds as ·remain outside the two limiting points are. 
unknown to humanity. In a similar way man's vital 
framework has a certain influence upon his reception of 
reality; but this does not mean that this influence or 
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intervention involves alteration of the fabric of reality. 
A whole repertory, and a fairly large one, of perfecdy 
real colours and sounds reaches his consciousness, and 
he is unquestionably aware of them. 

The same process as operates in the case of colours 
and sounds applies also to truths. The psychic structure 
of each individual plays the part of a receptive organ in 
possession of a determinate form which admits the 
comprehension of certain truths and is condemned to an 
obstinate blindness to others. Similarly, all peoples and 
all epochs have their typical souls, that is to say, their 
nets, provided with meshes of definite sizes and shapes 
which enable them to achieve a strict affinity with some 
truths and to be incorrigibly inept for the assimilation 
of others. This means that all epochs and all peoples 
have been able to enjoy the measure of truth which suits 
them, and there is no sense in any people or epoch 
setting up in opposition to the rest, as if their particular 
share of truth were the respository of the whole of it. 
All have their fixed position in the historical series; none 
can legitimately aim at abandoning their posts, for such 
an act would be the equivalent of converting the agent 
into an abstract entity, and this would involve a total 
renunciation of existence. 

Two men may look, from different view-points, at the 
same landscape. Yet they do not see the same thing. 
Their different situations make the landscape assume 
two distinct types of organic structure in their eyes. 
The part which, in the one case, occupies the foreground, 
and is thrown into high relief in all its details, is, in the 
other case, the background, and remains obscure and 
vague in its appearance. Further, inasmuch as things 
which are put one behind the other are either wholly 
or partially concealed, each of the two spectators will 
perceive portions of the landscape which elude the 
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attention of the other. Would there be any sense in 
either declaring the other's view of the landscape false? 
Evidently not; the one is as real as the other. But it 
would be just as senseless if, when our spectators found 
that their views of the landscape did not agree, they 
concluded that both views were illusory. Such a con
clusion would involve belief in the existence of a third 
landscape, an authentic one, not subject to the same 
conditions as the other two. Well, an archetypal 
landscape of this kind does not and cannot exist. Cosmic 
reality is such that it can only be seen in a single definite 

• perspective. Perspective is one of the component parts 
of reality. Far from being a disturbance of its fabric, it 
is its organising element. A reality which remained the 
same from whatever point of view it was observed would 
be a ridiculous conception. 

The case of corporeal vision applies equally to all our 
other faculties. All knowledge is knowledge from a 

.J definite point of view. Spinoza's species aeternitatis, or 
ubiquitous and absolute point of view, has no existence 
on its own account: it is a fictitious and abstract point 
of view. We have no doubt of its utility as an instrument 
for the fulfilment of certain requirements of knowledge, 
but it is essential to remember that reality cannot be 
perceived from such a standpoint. The abstract point 
of view deals only in abstractions. 

This way of thinking leads to a radical reform in 
philosophy, and also, which is more important, to a 
reform in our sensuous reaction to the cosmos. 

The individuality of every real subjective entity was 
the insurmountable obstacle encountered by recent 
intellectual tradition in its attempt to make knowledge 
justify its claim to be able to enter into possession of 
truth. Two different subjective entities, it was supposed, 
would acquire the knowledge of two divergent types of 
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truth. We can now see that the divergence between the 
worlds of two subjective entities does not involve the 
falsity of one of them. On the contrary, precisely 
because what each one sees is a reality, not a fiction, its 
aspect must be distinct from what the other perceives. 
The divergence is not a contradiction, but a complement. 
If the universe had presented an identical appearance 
to the eyes of a Greek of Socrates' time and to those of 
a Yankee we should have to suppose that true reality, 
independent of subjective entities, does not reside in the 
universe. For the fact that it looked the same to two 
men placed at such diverse standpoints as those of Athens 
in the fifth century B.C. and New York in the twentieth 
A.D. would indicate that there was no question of any 
objective reality at all, but rather of a mere image 

. which happened to occur, with identical features, in the 
Ininds of the two persons concerned. 

Every life is a point of view directed upon the universe. 
Strictly speaking, what one life sees no other can. Every 
individual, whether person, nation or epoch, is an organ, 
for which there can be no substitute, constructed for the 
apprehension of truth. This is how the latter, which is 
in itself of a nature alien from historical variation, 
acquires a vital dimension. Without the development, 
the perpetual change and the inexhaustible series of 
adventures which constitute life, the universe, or 
absolutely valid truth, would remain unknown. 

The persistent error that has hitherto been made is 
the supposition that reality possesses in itself, indepen
dently of the point of view from which it is observed, a ' 
physiognomy of its own. Such a theory clearly implies 
that no view of reality relative to any one particular 
standpoint would coincide with its absolute aspect, and 
consequently all such views would be false. But reality 
happens to be, like a landscape, possessed of an infinite 
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number of perspectives, all equally veracious and 
authentic. The sole false perspective is that which 
claims to be the only one there is. In other words, that 
which is false is utopia, non-localised truth, which 
"cannot be seen from any particular place." The 
utopian (and such is essentially the character of the 
rationalist) goes further astray than anyone, since he is 
the spectator who loses confidence in his own point of 
view and deserts his post.* 

Up to the present time philosophy has remained 
consistently utopian. Consequently, each successive 
system claimed to be valid for all ages and all types of 
mankind. Isolated beyond vital, historical and 
"perspectivist" dimension, it indulged from time to time 
in various unconvincing gestures of definition. On the 
other hand, the doctrine of the point of view requires a 
system to contain a properly articulated declaration of 
the vital perspective responsible for it, thus permitting 
its own articulation to be linked up with those of other 
systems, whether future or exotic: Pure reason must now 
give place to a vital type of reason in which its pure form 
may become localised and acquire mobility and power 
of self-transformation. 

When we look to-day at the philosophies of the past, 
including those of the last century, we observe in them 
certain traces of "primitivism." I use the word in the 
strict sense in which it is applied to the painters of the 
Quattrocento. Why do we call them "primitives"? 
In what does their "primitive" quality consist? In their 
ingenuousness, in their candour, we say. But what is 
the reason for their candour and their ingenuousness, 

• From the year rgrg onwards I have been expounding, in my 
universi~ l~tures, this doc~e of "perspectivity,'* which is briefly 
and arbitrarily formulated m El Especlmior, I (1916). For the im
pressive confirmation of this theory in the work of Einstein see 
page '35· 



DOCTRINE OP THE POINT OP VIEW 93 

what is the essence of these states of mind? Undoubtedly, 
self-forgetfulness. The "primitive" painter depicts the 
world from his point of view, that is, in obedience to 
ideas, valuations and sentiments which are peculiar to 
him; but he believes that he paints it as it is. For the 
same reason he forgets to introduce his own personality 
into his work; he offers us the work as if it had made 
itself, without the intervention of any particular agent; 
it is fixed at a definite position in space and at a definite 
moment in time. We naturally see in his picture the 
reflection of his own individuality, and thus do not see it 
as he did, since he took no account of himself as a person 
and believed himself to be the anonymous pupil of an 
eye spontaneously opening upon the universe. This 
habit of not taking any account of the self is the magic 
source of ingenuousness. 

But the pleasure we derive from candour both includes 
and takes for granted a certain degree of disdain for the 
candid person. It is a benevolent enough disparagement. 
We enjoy the "primitive" painter as we enjoy the soul 
of a child, precisely because we are conscious of our own 
superiority. Our vision of the world is much ampler, 
more complex and more full of reservations, cross-roads 
and pitfalls. When we move in our vital circuit we are 
conscious ofit as of something unlimited, uncontrollable, 
dangerous and difficult. On the other hand, when we 
approach the universe of the child or the "primitive" 
painter we perceive it as a tiny circle, quite shut in on 
all sides and quite manageable, furnished with a much 
smaller supply of objects and disguises. The imaginary 
life we lead during the period of this contemplation is 
for us a playful relaxation in which we can momentarily 
dispense with our own uneasy and troubled existence. The 
peculiar fascination of candour, then, is to be referred to 
the delight taken by the strong in the fragility of the weak. 
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The philosophies of the past have an attraction of a 
similar kind for us. Their clear and simple schematic 
pattern, their ingenuous illusion of being discoveries of 
truth in its entirety, the confidence with which they rely 
on formula: which they imagine incontrovertible, convey 
the impression of a closed circle, defined and definitive, 
where there are no more problems to solve and every
thing is satisfactorily determined. There is nothing more 
pleasant than to spend a few hours in such clear and 
mild atmospheres. But when we return to our own 
thoughts and again react to the universe through our 
own particular sensibility we perceive that the world 
defined by the philosophies we have been examining was 
not really the world, but simply the horizon of the 
philosophers responsible. What they interpreted as the 
limit of the universe, beyond which there was nothing, 
was only the curve that closed the landscape their 
particular perspective afforded them. Every philosophy, 
which desires to eradicate this inveterate "primitivism," 
this persistent utopia, from its system, must correct the 
mistake I have referred to and avoid the eventuality of 
a malleable and expansible horizon hardening into a 
world. 

Now, the reduction of the world to a horizon, or its 
conversion into one, does not lessen the quantity of 
reality in it to the smallest degree: the process simply 
puts it into relation with the living observer, whose world 
it is, endows it with a vital dimension and localises it in 
the current of life which flows from species to species, 
from people to people, from generation to generation 
and from individual to individual, gradually possessing 
itself of more and more universal reality. 

Accordingly, the pecnliar property of every living 
being, the individual difference, far from impeding the 
capture of truth, is precisely the organ by which the 
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specially corresponding portion of reality is perceived. 
So that each individual, each generation or each epoch 
may be considered as an apparatus, for which there can 
be no substitute, directed to the acquisition of knowledge. 
Integral truth is only obtained by linking up what I see 
with what my neighbour sees, and so on successively. 
Each individual is an essential point of view in the chain. 
By setting everyone's fragmentary visions side-by-side it 
would be possible to achieve a complete panorama of 
absolute and universally valid truth. Now, this sum of 
individual perspectives, this knowledge of what each and 
all have seen and recognised, this omniscience, this true 
"absolute reason," is the sublime faculty which used 
to be attributed to God. God is also a point of view: 
but not because he possesses a watch-tower beyond the 
confines of the human area from which he can behold 
universal reality directly, as if he were one of the old 
rationalists. God is not a rationalist. His point of view 
is that of each one of us: our partial truth is also truth 
to him. Our perspective is veracious and our reality 
authentic to that extent. The only point is that God, as 
the catechism says, is everywhere and therefore enjoys 
the use of every point of view, resuming and harmonising 
in his own unlimited vitality all our horizons. God is the 
symbol of the vital torrent through whose infinite nets 
the universe gradually passes, being thus continuously 
steeped in and consecrated by life, that is to say, seen, 
loved, hated, painfully endured and pleasurably enjoyed 
by life. 

Malebranche used to maintain that if we know any 
truth at all, it is because we see phenomena through 
God's eyes. or from God's point of view. To me the 
inverse seems more probable, viz., that God sees 
phenomena through the medium of mankind or that 
mankind is the visual organ. of divinity. 
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It is therefore peculiarly incumbent upon us not to 
defraud the sublime requirement that depends upon our 
co-operation for its fufilment, and, planting ourselves 
finnly in the position we find allotted to us, to open our 
eyes wide to our environment with a profound faith in 
our own organism and vital nature, and accept the 
labour that destiny assigns us-the modern theme. 



SUPPLEMENTARY 



THE SUNSET OF REVOLUTION 

"The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the 
Sabbath."-8. Mark ii, 27. 

FOR the purpose of defining an epoch it is not enough 
to know what has been done in it; it is also necessary 
for us to know what it has not done, what was, in fact, 

impossible in it. This may seem a singular requisite; 
yet such is the condition upon which our thought 
proceeds. To define is to exclude and deny. The more 
reality what we define may possess, the more exclusions 
and denials we shall have to practise. Accordingly, the 
most profound definition of God, the supreme reality, is 
that given by the Indian Yajnavalkya: "Na iti, na iti." 
"Nothing of that kind, nothing of that kind." Nietzsche 
acutely observes that we are more influenced by what 
does not happen to us than by what does and, according 
to the Egyptian ritual of the dead, when the "double" 
abandons the corpse and has to perform its feat of 
self-definition before the judges of the world beyond the 
grave, it makes its confession contrariwise, that is to say, 

· it enumerates the sins it has not committed. Similarly, 
when we declare that one of our acquaintances is an 
excellent person, do we mean anything except that he 
will not rob or kill us, and that if he does covet his 
neighbour's wife no one will be very much concerned 
about it? 

The positive character with which we thus invest 
negation is nevertheless not simply a necessity inflicted 
by the peculiar temper of our intelligence. There is, at 

99 
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any rate in the case of Jiving beings, a real vigour of 
negation which corresponds to the negative concept. 
If the Romans did not invent the motor-car, that was 
no mere accident. One of the ingredients that play a 
part in Roman history is the incapacity of the Latin race 
in matters of technical detail. This was one of the most 
active factors in the decadence of the antique world. 

An epoch is a repertory of positive and negative 
tendencies; it is a system of subtleties and perspicacities 
united to a system replete with blindness and dullness. 
There is not only the taste for certain things, but also 
the determination to have distaste for others. Af the 
beginning of a new age the first thing we notice is the 
magical presence of these negative propensities, which 
initiate the elimination of the fauna and flora of the 
anterior epoch: so, in the flight of the swallows and in 
the fall of the leaves we first become aware of the 
presence of autumn. 

In this sense there is no better qualification of the age 
now dawning upon our ancient continent than the 
recognition that in Europe revolutions are things of the 
past. Such recognition implies not only that they no 
longer exist in fact, but also that they can never exist 
again. 

Perhaps the full significance comprised in this 
prognostication does not appear obvious at once for the 
reason that the current notion of revolution is a very 
vague one. Not long ago an excellent friend of mine, 
of Uruguayan nationality, assured me, with ill-concealed 
pride, that in less than a century his country had 

. undergone forty revolutions. Evidently my friend was 
exaggerating. Educated, like myself and a good number 
of my readers, in an uncritical worship of the idea of 
revolution, he patriotically desired to adorn his national 
history with the greatest po'!"ible number of concrete 
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instances. To this end, following a common custom, he 
called revolutionary every collective movement in which 
violence is employed against established power. But 
history cannot be content with such rough and ready 
notions. It requires more exact instruments and more 
sharply outlined concepts for its purpose of sound 
orientation in the forest of human occurrences. Not 
every violent measure against public power is revolution. 
It is not, for example, revolution when one part of 
society rebels against the governing class and violently 
substitutes others for them. The convulsions of the 
South American peoples are almost always of this type. 
If there is a very earnest desire to retain the title of 
revolution for them, we should not dream of inspiring a 
further example in order to thwart the desire in question: 
but we shall have to look for another name to denominate 
another class of processes of an essentially distinct type, 
to which belong the English revolution of the seventeenth 
century, the four French ones of the eighteenth and 
nineteenth, and in general all the public life of Europe 
between I750 and Igoo, which Auguste Comte had 
already, by I 830, proved to be "essentially revolu
tionary" in character and derivation. The same motives 
which induce people to think that there will be no more 
revolutions in Europe oblige them to believe that there 
have not yet been any in South America. 

The least essential feature of true revolution is violence. 
It is not inconceivable, though it is hardly likely, that 
a revolution might run its whole course without a drop 
of blood being shed. Revolutions are not constituted by 
barricades, but by states of mind. Such states of mind 
do not occur in all ages; like fruits, they have their 
seasons. It is a remarkable fact that in all the great 
historical cycles of which we have sufficient knowledge
the Greek, Rotnan and European worlds, for instance-
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a point is reached at which not one revolution but a 
whole revolutionary era begins, which lasts two or three 
centuries before it finally disappears for good. 

It shows a complete lack of historical perception to 
consider the risings of peasants and serfs in the Middle 
Ages as events foreshadowing modern revolutions. There 
is no real connection between the two types of 
phenomena. When the medieval man rebels it is against 
the abuses indulged in by his lords. The modern 
revolutionary, on the other hand, does not rebel against, 
abuses but against usage or custom. Up to a short time 
ago histories of the French revolution began by 
representing the years round about 1780 as a· time of 
misery and social depression, with aflliction rife in the 
low~r classes and tyranny in the upper. In their 
ignorance of the specific structure of revolutionary eras 
people believed that the catastrophe could only be 
explained as a movement of protest against an ante
cedent oppression. It has now long been recognised that 
in the stage previous to the general rising the French 
nation enjoyed greater wealth and more even-handed 
justice than in the time of Louis XIV. It has been 
declared a hundred times that the revolution was formed 
in men's minds before it began in the streets. If a sound 
analysis had been made of what is implied by this 
expression, the physiology of revolution would have been 
discovered. 

All revolutions, in effect, if they are true revolutions, 
presuppose a peculiar and unmistakable disposition of 
mind. To understand it properly one must turn to study 
the development of the great historical organisms which 
have completed their full cycle. We then find that in 
every one of those great composite movements mankind 
has passed through three distinct spiritual situations, 
or, in other words, that the life of. the human psyche 
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has gravitated successively towards three diverse 
centres.* 

The psyche passes from a traditional state of mind to 
a rationalist and from the latter to a mystical regime. 
These are, so to speak, the three different forms of 
psychic mechanism, the three distinct ways in which the 
mental apparatus of mankind pursues its function. 

During the centuries in which some great historical 
conglomeration, such as Greece, Rome or our own 
continent of Europe, is in process of formation and 
organisation, what regime directs the spirit ofits members? 
The answer given by facts is a most surprising one. It 
is when a people is young and in course of development 
that it is chiefly influenced by the past. At the first 
glance the contrary would appear to be the more natural 
state of affairs: one would suppose that an ancient 
people, with a long past behind them, would be most 
thoroughly subject to the claims of bygone days. This, 
however, is not the case. The decrepit nation is not in 
the slightest degree influenced by the past; on the other 
hand, in an adolescent population everything is done 
with an eye to the past. And it is not a short past that 
is envisaged, but one so long, and with so vague and 
remote a horizon, that no one has ever seen, or remem
bers, its commencement. It is, in brief, immemorial. 

* Strictly speaking, I ought to distinguish many more modifica .. 
tions of the human psyche throughout a complete historical cycle; 
and if I mention only three the trinity must not be taken to possesa 
any cabalistic virtue. It signifies merely that by concentrating on 
three extreme forms of psychic evolution we obtain sufficient points 
of reference to throw light on the vast historical phenomenon with 
which we arc now concerned. If we were dealing with a phenomenon 
of smaller proportions we should have to draw nearer to the historical 
area and the three main headings would then be subdivided into 
many more. Concepts which coincide with reality when the latter 
is contemplated at a certain distance have to be replaced by othc:n: 
when the distance is shorter, and vUe versa. Thought proceeds un~er 
!he ~dance of a law of perspective corresponding to that operative 
m vwon. 
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The psychology of peoples dominated by ancestral 
ideas and arrested, through one kind or another of 
historical malnutrition, in a permanently infantile stage 
of development is a ·curious study. One of the most 
primitive peoples in existence is the aboriginal Australian •. 
If we investigate the way in which the intellectual 
activity of this people functions, we find that on being 
confronted with any sort of problem-for example, a 
phenomenon of nature-the Australian does not look for 
an explanation which is enough of itself to satisfy 
intelligence. In his mentality, to account for a fact such, 
for instance, as the existence of three rocks standing 
together on a plain, is to recall a mythological story 
which he has heard ever since he was a child, and 
according to which in antiquity, or, as the Australians 
say, in a/cheringa, three men, who were once kangaroos, 
were changed into the stones in question. This 
explanation satisfies his mind precisely because it is p.ot 
a reason or a thought which can be verified. Its validity 
consists in the fact that the individual intelligence creates 
it for itself, either as an original statement, or by 
repeating the ratiocination and observations which 
integrate it. The strength of reason is born of the 
conviction that it produces in the individual. Now, the 
Australian does not experience what we call individuality 
or, if so, he experiences it in the form and to the extent 
that a child does when it is left alone, abandoned by the 
family group. The primitive man only perceives the 
singularity of his person as solitude or disruption. The 
concept of individuality and everything based upon it 
only produces terror in him: it is a synonym, for him, of 
debility and insufficiency. Solidity and security are to 
be found only in the communal condition, whose 
existence is anterior to that of any individual: for the 
latter finds it ready-made for him as soon as he awakes 
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to life. Ail the old men of the tribe had been equally 
conscious of it, it is considered to be of immemorial 
origin. It does each man's thinking for him by means 
of its treasure of myth and legend, transmitted by 
tradition; it creates his legal and social codes, his rites, 
dances and gestures. The Australian believes in the 
mythological explanation precisely because he has not 
invented it, precisely because he does not possess a sound 
reasoning faculty. The reaction of his intellect to the 
events of life does not consist in the immediate expression 
of a spontaneous thought of his own, but in reiterating 
a pre-existent and accepted formula. For these people 
thought, desire and feeling connote mere circulation 
through ready-made psychological channels, repetition 
of a hackneyed repertory of mental attitudes. The 
spontaneous, in this mode of existenc-e, is fervent sub
mission and adaption to accepted type, to the tradition 
in which the individual lives submerged, and which is, 
for him, immutable reality. 

This is the traditionalist state of mind which has been 
operative in our own Middle Ages, and which directed 
the course of Greek history up to the seventh and Roman 
to the third century B.C. The content of these epochs is 
naturally much richer, more complex and more delicate 
than that of the mind of a savage; but the type of psychic 
mechanism and its method of functioning is the same. 
The individual invariably adapts his reactions to a 
communal repertory which he has received by trans
mission from a venerated past. The medieval man, when 
he has to decide upon a course of action, puts himself 
into relation with what his "fathers" did. The situation 
is identical, in this respect, with that prevailing in the 
mind of the child. The child, too, believes more in what 
it hears from its parents than in its own judgments. 
When an event is described in the presence of children 
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they generally direct an interrogative look at their 
parents, as if to ask the'm whether the narrative is to be 
believed, whether it is "true" or a "story." The mind 
of the child, too, never gravitates to the centre ofits own 
individuality: it clings to its progenitors in the same way 
as the medieval mind clings to the "usage and custom 
of our fathers." In no system of jurisprudence does 
customary Jaw, or immemorial usage, possess such 
weight as it does in the systems which arise during 
historical formations and consolidations.· The simple 
fact of antiquity is converted into a legal sanction. The 
foundation of jurisprudence is neither justice nor equity, 
but the irrational, by which I mean the purely material, 
fact of prolonged existence. 

In the political world the traditionalist mind will be 
found Jiving in respectful concurrence with what is 
already established which, precisely because it is estab
lished, possesses an invulnerable prestige: it is what we 
find ready-made for us when we are born; it is what 
our fathers did. When a new requirement presents itself 
it does not occur to anyone to reform the structure of 
established fact; what is done is to make room in the 
latter for the new fact and give it a permanent place in 
the immemorial body of tradition. 

It is in the epochs characterized by the traditionalist 
mind that nations organize themselves. For this reason 
such periods are followed by an age of maturity, which 
is, in a certain sense, the hour of historical culmination. 
The body of the nation has reached its perfect develop
ment: it enjoys the use of all its organs and has 
accumulated a vast treasure of energies together with 
potentialities of a high order. A time comes when all 
this wealth begins to be expended, and such stages of 
history then appear to us particularly healthy and 
brilliant. We are more forcibly aware of our neighbour's 
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health when he begins to turn it to account externally 
in various outstanding exploits or, in other words, when 
he begins to lose it by expenditure. Such ages are the 
splendid centuries of vital dilapidation. The nation is 
no longer content with its internal life, and an epoch of 
expansion is initiated. 

With such an epoch coincide the first clear symptoms 
of a new state of mind. The traditionalist mechanism 
of the mind is about to be replaced by another 
mechanism of an opposite type-the rationalist, 

We, too, in the present age are affected by traditional
ism; but we must avoid confusing this type with what I 
have previously called traditionalism in this essay. 
Contemporary traditionalism is no more than a 
philosophic and political theory. The traditionalism of 
which I have spoken, on the contrary, is a reality: it is 
the real mechanism responsible for the functioning of 
men's minds during certain epochs. 

So long as the empire of tradition lasts, each unit of 
mankind remains embedded in the close corporation of 
communal existence. He does nothing on his own 
account, apart from the social group. He is not the 
protagonist of his own acts; his personality is not his 
own, distinct from others; an identical mind is repro
duced in each unit with the same thoughts, memories, 
desires and emotions. Hence, in traditionalist centuries 
figures of outstanding personal physiognomy are not, as 
a rule, to be found. All the members of the social body 
are more or less the same. The only important 
differences are those of position, rank, employment or 
class, 

However, within this communal mind, whose texture 
is that of tradition, and which has its seat in·each unit 
of the group, a small central nucleus begins, after a time, 
tD form: this is the sentiment of individuality. It 
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originates in a tendency antagonistic to that which the 
traditional mind has been moulding. The supposition, 
that the consciousness of private individuality was a 
primary notion and, so to speak, aboriginal in man, was 
quite erroneous. It used to be asserted that human 
beings are originally aware of themselves as individuals, 
and that the next step is to seek out other human beings 
with the object of associating with them. The truth is 
just the opposite. The subjective personality begins by 
feeling himself to be an element of a group, and it is 
only later that he proceeds to separate from it and 
achieve little by little the consciousness of his singularity. 
The "we" comes first, and then the "1." The latter is 
therefore endowed from its birth with the secondary 
character of secession. I mean by this that man proceeds 
to discover his individuality in proportion · to the 
development of his conscious hostility to communism 
and opposition to tradition. Individualism and anti
traditionalism are one and the same psychological force. 

This nucleus of individuality, germinating within the 
traditionalist mind like the larva of an insect in the core 
of a fruit, gradually grows to the dimensions of a new 
demand, principle or imperative, confronting tradition. 
On this view the traditional method of reacting in
tellectually-1 hardly care to call it thought----eonsists in 
recalling the repertory of beliefs received from the 
forefathers of the group. On the other hand, the 
individualist method turns its back on all such accepted 
beliefS, repudiating them just because they are accepted, 
and aims instead at producing some new thought which 
is to be valued on the groui)ds, only, of its own indepen
dent content. Such a thought, not proceeding out of 
immemorial communistic life, not to be referrcl to 
"our fathers," an ideation lacking lineage, genealogy 
and the prestige of hereditary emblems, is obliged to 
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derive its parentage from its own works, to sustain itself 
by its own convincing efficacy, by its purely intellectual 
perl'ections. In a word, it must be a Reason. 

The traditionalist mind functioned under the guidance 
of a single principle and possessed a unique centre of 
gravity which was, in fact, tradition. But henceforward 
two antagonistic forces operate in the mind of each unit, 
viz., tradition and reason. Little by little the latter will 
go on gaining ground from the former: this means that 
spiritual life has been converted into an internal struggle 
and has exchanged its unitarian status for dissociation 
into two mutually inimical tendencies. 

While the primitive mind accepts, as soon as it is born, 
the world which it finds already provided for it, the birth 
ofindividuality involves at once a negation of that world. 
But the subjective personality, in repudiating the 
traditional, finds itself obliged to reconstruct the universe 
through its own resources, i.e., its reason. 

It is easy to see that in consequence of this necessity 
the human spirit may succeed in developing its 
intellectual faculty to a point nothing short of marvellous. 
These rationalist periods are always the most glorious 
epochs of human thought. The irrational myth is put 
on the shelf, and in its place the scientific conception of 
the cosmos proceeds to the erection of its admirable 
edifices of theory. The specific enjoyment to be derived 
from ideas makes itself felt, and an amazing virtuosity 
in their invention and management is acquired. 

Man ends by believing that he possesses a sort of 
divine faculty capable of revealing to him, once and for 
ali, the ultimate essence of phenomena. This faculty 
must be independent of actual experience, whose 
constant variations might induce modifications in the 
revelation expected. Descartes called this faculty raison or 
pure intellection, and Kant, more accurately, pure reason. 
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"Pure reason" is not the ordinary exercise of the 
understanding, but its method of functioning absolutely. 
When Robinson Crusoe applies his intelligence to the 
resolution of the urgent problems that await him on his 
desert isle he does not employ pure reason. He imposes 
on his intellect the task. of adjusting itself to circumam
bient reality, and its actual function is reduced to the 
effective combination of truncated portions of such 
reality. Pure reason is, on the contrary, the state of the 
understanding when left to its own devices: it then 
constructs, on its own foundations, a number of pro
digious weapons, of a sublime accuracy and rigidity. 
Instead of seeking contact with phenomena it ignores 
such contact, and tries to ensure the most exclusive 
fidelity to its own internal laws. Mathematics is the 
typical product of pure reason. Its concepts are 
elucidated once and for all, and there is no risk of reality 
contradicting them at some future date, for reality is not 
their source. In mathematics nothing is uncertain and 
approximate. Everything is clear, for ev~rything stands 
at its highest point of expression. Greatness is infinite 
greatness, and smallness is absolute smallness. The 
straight line is radically straight, and the curve curves 
unadulterated. Pure reason never passes beyond the 
circle of superlatives and absolutes. Indeed, that is the 
reason why it is called pure. It is incorruptible and 
uncompromising. When it defines a concept it endows it 
with perfect attributes. It can only think in terms of 
the utmost limit, i.e., radically. As its operations are 
entirely self-reliant, it can give its creations the maximum 
polish without going to very much expense. In the same 
way, in t,he realm of political and social questions, it is 
in the habit of believing that it has discovered a civil 
constitution or a code which is perfect and definitive, 
and which alone deserves the names. This pure use of 
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the intellect, this thinking more geometrico is generally 
called rationalism. Perhaps it would be more 
enlightening to call it radicalism. 

Everyone is unanimous in recognising that revolutions 
are not in essence anything but political radicalism. 
But perhaps it is not everyone who perceives the true 
sense of this formula. Political radicalism is not an 
original attitude: it is rather a consequence. It is not 
radical in politics because it is radical in politics, but 
because it is already radical in thought. This distinction, 
though it may have a frivolously super-subtle air, is 
decisive for the comprehension of the historical 
phenomenon which is properly styled revolutionary. 
The scenes which such phenomena invariably exhibit 
are signalised by such moving evidences of passion that 
we feel inclined to seek the origin of revolution in 
emotion. Some people will see the motive power of the 
impressive event in the explosion of a certain type of 
civic heroism. But Napoleon used to say: "Vanity made 
the revolution: liberty was only the pretext." I do not 
deny that both of these passions may be ingredients of 
revolution. But in all the great historical epochs there 
have been plenty of instances of heroism and vanity 
which do not necessarily lead to catastrophic outbreaks. 
For revolution to result from the operation of these two 
affective forces they must function in a spirit saturated 
with faith in pure reason. 

This consideration enables us to account for the fact 
that in every great historical cycle a moment arrives 
when the revolutionary mechanism suddenly begins to 
act with uncontrollable violence. In Greece as in Rome, 
in England as on the continent of Europe, intelligence, 
in the pursuit of its normal development, reaches a stage 
at which it discovers its power of constructing, with 
means exclusively its own, theoretical edifices on a large 
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scale and perfect in form. It had previously existed 
entirely upon the observations of the senses, which are 
for ever in a state of fluctuation, jluctuans fides sensuum, 
as Descartes, the father of modern rationalism, used to 
say, or upon the sentimentaily interpreted prestige of 
political and religious tradition. But there now suddenly 
appears one of those ideological specimens of an archi
tecture constructed by pure reason, such as the 
philosophic systems of the Greeks of the seventh and 
sixth centuries, the mechanics of Kepler, Ga!ileo and 
Descartes, or the Natural Law of the seventeenth and 
eighteenth centuries. The transparency, precision, 
rigidity and integrity in systematisation of these compact 
spheres of ideas, manufactured more geometrico, are 
incomparable. From the inteiiectual point of view 
nothing more estimable can be imagined. It should be 
noted that the qualities I have enunciated are specificaiiy 
inteiiectual; they might be caiied the professional virtues 
of the intelligence. It is, of course, true that there are 
many other values and attractive qualities in the universe 
which have nothing to do with the understanding, e.g., 
fidelity, honour, mystic fervour, solidarity with the past, 
authoritative power. But when the great rational 
creations arise men are already a little tired of such 
values. The new qualities, of an inteiiectual category, 
make an ardent and exclusive appeal to the human 
spirit. The result is a strange disdain for realities: men 
turn their backs to the latter and become the impassioned 
slaves of ideas as such. The perfection of the geometrical 
form of the idea intoxicates its devotees to the point of 
forgetting that, by definition, the business of the idea is 
to coincide with the reality of which it is the expression 
in the medium of thought. 

The next step is the total inversion of spontaneous 
perspective. Ideas have so far been employed simply as 
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instruments in the service of vital necessities. But now 
life is to take up the service of ideas. This radical 
reshuffiing of the relations between life and idea is the 
true essence of the revolutionary spirit. 

The subversive movements of the burgesses and 
peasants of the Middle Ages did not aim at the trans
formation of the political and social regime of the period: 
quite the reverse: they either limited theiDSelves to 
accomplishing the reform of some abuse, or their object 
was the attainment of certain particular benefits or 
privileges within the framework of the established 
regime; they thus signified their approval of its general 
configuration. No one moderately well informed would 
venture to-day to compare the guilds and corporations 
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries with modem 
democracies. The latter have, it is true, appropriated 
much of the juridical technique that the guilds and 
corporations elaborated; but the spirits of the ancient 
and modern institutions are utterly different. It was with 
good reason that the city constitutions were called 
"charters" or "privileges" in Spain. The endeavour 
they symbolised was, precisely, the attempt to adjust the 
established regime to new necessities and desires, the idea 
of jurisprudence to life. The charter is a privilege, that 
is to say, it is a legally constituted vent for the new 
energy in the system of traditional powers. The point is 
that such energy, instead of transforming the system, is 
assimilated to it and implanted in its structure. The 
system, on its side, yields to and admits the newly 
introduced reality. 

The political principles of the medieval burgess 
involved no more than the establishment, in opposition 
to the privileges of the nobility, of further privileges of 
similar type. The city guilds and the various corporations 
prided theiDSelves on the possession of an even narrower, 

H 
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more suspicious and more egotistical spirit than that of 
the feudal lords. The highest authority on the life of' 
the citizen in the Middle Ages-the Belgian, Henri 
Pirenne-notes that 'the corporations, in their most 
democratic epoch, practised an exclusiveness in their 
political life of an almost incredible character, and 
showed less hospitality to strangers and newcomers than 
had ever existed before. So much was this the case that 
"while the neighbouring rural communities increase in 
density the statistics of the burgess population within 
the city walls show no increase whatever." The strange 
phenomenon of a sparse urban population during these 
centuries is accordingly due to the resistance offered by 
the towns to the influx of fresh competitors for their 
liberties. "Far from trying to extend their legal code 
and institutionS so as to include any considerable portion 
of the peasantry, the towns were more jealous in guarding 
their monopolies the more the popular regime achieved 
consolidation and development within their bounds. 
They endeavoured, moreover, to .impose an extremely 
burdensome hegemony on the people of the free rural 
districts, treated them like subjects and, when the 
opportunity arose, violently compelled them to sacrifice 
themselves for the benefit of their dictators." "In short, 
then, we may conclude that the urban democracies of 
the Middle Ages were not and could not be anything 
but democracies comprising a privileged membership." 
Now, democracy in the modern sense and privilege are 
the most complete contradiction that can be imagined. 
"It is not," pursues Pirenne, "that the theory of 
democratic government was unknown to the Middle 
Ages. The philosophers of the time formulated it clearly, 
in imitation of the ancient political writers. In Liege, 
in the midst of civil dissensions, the good canon Jean 
Hocsem examines quite seriously the respective merits 
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of aristocracy, oligarchy and democracy, and finally 
gives his verdict in favour of the latter. Moreover, it is 
sufficiently well-known that more than one scholastic 
philosopher has formally recognised the sovereignty of 
the people and their right to dispose of political power. 
But these theories did not exercise the least influence 
upon the contemporary bourgeoisie. Their influence can, 
no doubt, be traced, during the fourteenth century, in 
certain political pamphlets and in a few literary works; 
it is, however, perfectly certain that they had not, at any 
rate in the Low Countries, the smallest influence on the 
Commune."* 

The idea that some "radicals" in Spain have had of 
connecting their own democratic politics with the rise 
of civic communities in the Middle Ages merely reveals 
the ignorance of history which is a permanent attribute, 
like some innate vice, of radicalism. 

Modern democracy is not to be ascribed directly to 
any ancient democracy, neither the medieval nor the 
Greek nor the Roman. The only legacies of the classical 
democracies to our own age have been a misrepresented 
terminology, the general cast of their features, and their 
rhetoric. t The procedure of the Middle Ages was to 
amend the existing regime. That of our own era, on the 
other hand, has been to organise revolutions; that is to say, 
instead of adapting regime to social reality we have made 
attempts to adapt the latter to the scheme of an ideal. 

• Henri Pircnne: Les Ancimnes Democratits tks Pays-Bas, pp. 133, 
197, 199, 200. 

f The analysis of the differences between our own democracies 
and those of other times, as well as the study of their genesis, must 
await a future occasion. The whole subject is a prey to the most 
confused notions. I have asked many eminent radicals what they 
understand by democracy and liberalism, but have never obtained 
any replies that did not, by their vagueness, discount acceptance. 
Yet the two concepts are perfectly clear, though it is true that their 
evident genealogy is the very last that a practica,l d~oc;r~t woul.<i 
s.u,s~ct\ 
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When the feudal lords, in their hunting expeditions, 
gailop over the farmer's crops and destroy them, the 
farmer feels a natural irritation and is anxious to 
retaliate, or at any rate to avoid such a misfortune in 
the future. But it does not occur to him that in order 
to prevent the repetition of so concrete an injury to his 
property or person it may be necessary to bring about 
a radical transformation of the entire organisation of 
society. In our own, time, on the contrary, the deep 
resentment of the oppressed citizen is directed not so 
much against the oppressor himself as against the whole · 

· architecture of a universe in which such oppression is 
possible. For this reason I maintain that while the 
medieval man is irritated by abuses-of a regime-the 
modern man is irritated by usage, that is to say, by the 
regime itself. 

The desire of the rationalist temperament is to mould 
the social body, at all costs, to the pentagraph of concepts 
framed by pure reason. In the view of the revolutionary 
the value of the law is pre-existent to its suitability to 
life. The good law is good by its own nature, like a pure 
idea. Accordingly, for the last century and a half 
European politics have been almost exclusively politics 
of ideas. A political philosophy concerned with realities 
and involving no a~ety for the triumph of an idea as 
such has hitherto seemed immoral. I do not at all mean 
by this that a political philosophy of private interest and 
ambition may not, in fact, have been practised 
surreptitiously. But the symptomatic feature of the 
matter is the fact that the political philosophy in question 
could not keep on its course and make its way without 
assuming the sanction of idealist colours and masking its 
true intentions. 

Now, an idea framed without any other object than 
tl!at of perfectin~ it as 11n idea1 however ml,lch it may 
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conflict with reality, is precisely what is called utopia. 
The geometrical triangle is utopia; nothing visible and 
tangible exists in which the definition of the triangle can 
find exact expression. Accordingly, utopianism is not 
an affection peculiar to a certain political doctrine, but 
the character appropriate to what pure reason elaborates. 
Rationalism, radicalism and the exercise of thought more 
geometrico are examples of· utopianism. In science, 
perhaps, which is a contemplative function, utopianism 
may have a necessary and lasting xnission to perform. 
The practice of politics, however, is a matter of. 
realisation. How is it that the utopian spirit has not 
been found incompatible with politics? 

The fact is that every revolution cherishes the entirely 
chimerical object of realising a more or less complete 
utopia. The plan inevitably fails. Its failure creates the 
twin and antithetical phenomenon of all revolutions, 
viz., counter-revolution. It would be interesting to prove 
the latter no less utopian than its antagonist and sister, 
even when less inspiring, warm-hearted and intelligent. 
Enthusiasm for pure reason Will not adxnit defeat and 
returns to the charge •. Another revolution breaks out, 
with yet another utopia, a modification of the first, 
inscribed upon its banners. There is a fresh failure and 
a fresh reaction; and so it goe& on until the social 
conscience begins to suspect that the ill-success of these 
attempts is not due to the intrigues of their enexnies, but 
to the contradictory elements inherent in the objects 
aimed at. Political ideas lose their glamour and attractive 
force. All that is facile and puerile in their schematic 
organisation begins to come to light. The utopian 
programme reveals its underlying formalism, its poverty 
and aridity in comparison with the delicious, abundant 
and splendid stream oflife. The revolutionary era ends 
very simply, without phrases or gestures, in reabsorption 
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by a new sensibility. To the political philosophy ofideas 
succeeds a political philosophy of concrete phenomena 
and men. We discover at last that life does not exist for 
the benefit of the idea, but that the idea, the institution, 
the rule exist for the benefit of life, or, as the Gospel has 
it, that "the Sabbath was made for man, not man for 
the Sabbath." 

In particular-and this is a very important symptom
the whole business of politics comes to lose its character 
of urgency, disappears from the foreground of human 
interests and is permanently converted into a necessity 
of the same type as so many others, unavoidable, but 
not inspiring and not likely to be served with anr. degree 
of solemn and quasi-religious veneration. For it should 
be observed that in the revolutionary era political 
philosophy is found installed in the very centre of human 
prebccupations. There is no better apparatus for the 
registration of the hierarchy of our vital enthusiasms 
than death. The most important thing in our lives will 
always be that for which we are capable of dying. And 
the modern man has, in point of fact, risked his life at 
the barricades of revolution, thereby showing unmistak
ably that he expected politics to provide him with 
happiness. When the sunset of revolution commences 
this fervour of the previous generations appears to most 
people to be an evident aberration of the perspective of 
sentiment. Politics is not susceptible of exaltation to 
such high rank among hopes and devotions. The 
rationalist mind wrecked political science by expecting 
too much from it. When this thought begins to become 
general it puts an end to the era of revolution, _to the 
political philosophy of ideas and the struggle for 
constitutional right . 
. The process has always been the same in Greece, in 

Rome, and in Europe. Laws are. at first the effect of 
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necessities, forces or dynamic combinations, but are 
soon converted into the expression of illusion and desire. 
Have juridical forms eyer furnished men with the 
happiness they expected from them? Have the problems 
that originated them ever once been solved? Such are 
the suspicions now germinating at the roots of European 
consciousness and initiating a new type of spiritual 
mechanics which will replace the rationalist type as the 
latter supplanted that of the traditionalists. An anti
revolutionary epoch is beginning; but short-sighted 
people believe that a universal reaction is setting in. 
I am unaware of a single epoch of reaction throughout 
the whole era of history; there has never been such a 
thing. . Reactions, like counter-revolutions, are casual 
and. altogether transitory intervals, which derive their 
sustenance from vivid memories of the latest rebellion. 
Reaction is no more than a parasite of revolution. Such 
movehtents have already commenced in the southern 
periphery of Europe, and it is extremely probable that 
they will soon extend to the great nations of-the centre 
and the north. But all that will be fugitive in character, 
little more than the noticeable oscillation that always 
precedes arrival at a new state of equilibrium. The 
revolutionary mind has never been succeeded in history 
by a reactionary mind, but rather-a more simple 
matter-by a disillusioned one. It is the inevitable 
psychological legacy of the splendid centuries of idealism 
and rationalism; those periods of organic dilapidation 
intoxicated with faith and self-assurance, those great 
topers of the beverages of utopia and illusion. 

The physiognomy of the human mind in its 
traditionalist and revolutionary aspects, such as I have 
delineated it above, is undoubtedly in harmony with the 
development of European history from 1500 to our own 
day. The principal events of the latter centuries are too 
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widely known for their concrete evidence to have failed 
to authenticate in the reader's mind the general scheme 
I have outlined of the configuration of the revolutionary 
spirit. But it is more interesting, it may even be called 
somewhat exciting, to observe that the same scheme is 
exactly reproduced in the other historical cycles of which 
we have any fairly definite knowledge. Mter this 
discovery the spiritual phenomenon of revolution 
acquires the character of a cosmic law of universal 
application, a stage through which every national body 
passes, and the transition from traditionalism to 
radicalism comes to resemble a biological rhythm 
pulsating irresistibly, so to speak, throughout history, 
after the manner of the rhythm of the seasons in vegetable 
life. 

Let us, then, recall certain events in Greek and Roman 
history which fit with rare precision into the scheme I 
have described, and constitute its most adequate proof. 
This course will allow me, at the same time, to transcribe 
one or two paragraphs from great historians who, pre
occupied exclusively with their own requirements and 
not, like myself, on the watch for historical generalisa
tions, describe this or that moment in the life of Greece 
and Rome. If these authors, without troubling to look 
very closely at what they were doing, and without 
premeditation, have found themselves compelled to 
postulate behind the concrete case they are narrating 
the same mechanism of revolutionary spirit which I have 
defined as a universal stage in history, the coincidence 
will not be denied a demonstrative .value of high rank. 

In Greek and Roman history, up to some considerable 
time ago, an error was allowed to persist which is only 
now beginning to be corrected. Fundamentally, it was 
a belief that the hour of prosperity in Greece and in 
Rome coincides with the epoch which is the source of 
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our abundant historical material. The whole of the 
earlier period was considered to have been a time of 
racial consolidation, prehistorical in the case of both 
nations. By an optical illusion very frequent in this field 
of investigation history confounds the non-existence of 
dates with the non-existence of events. A rectification 
of the error in question showed that the reality was very 
different from what had been supposed. The epochs 
concerning which a great deal of information begins to 
be accumulated are epochs in which historians already 
exist who undertake its preservation. Now, when 
historians begin to be found among a people it means 
that the people in question has already ceased to be 
young, that it is actually fully mature and may be taking 
its first steps to decadence. History, like the grape, is an 
autumnal delicacy. 

The age at which the life of Greece and Rome becomes 
perfectly clear to us is already their September. The 
true history of the earlier period of these peoples, their 
youth and infancy, remains practically untouched. 
Accordingly, the face of the Greco-Roxnan image so 
ecstatically worshipped by the last few centuries was long 
past its prime; wrinkles had already installed upon it 
the geometrical designs which are the first indications of 
a cadaverous rigidity announcing the decline of life. 

Mommsem was the first to rectifY the perspective of 
Roman history. The great Eduard Meyer did the same, 
but to a more limited extent, with that of Greece. To 
the latter is due one of the most important and fertile 
innovations of historical thought. The division of 
universal history into ancient, middle and modem 
periods was a pentagraph dictated by convention and 
caprice and has, from the seventeenth century onwards, 
been hammered hard, so to speak, into the continuous 
body of history. Reconstructing Hellenic life, Meyer 
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found that the Hellenes had passed through an epoch 
not unlike our own Middle Ages, and he ventured to 
speak of it as the Greek Middle Age. This discovery 
involved the transposition of the three ages of history to 
the historical cycle of each nation. Every people has its 
ancient, medieval and modern age. The practice of this 
view of history completely alters the significance of the 
traditional division into periods, and its three stages 
cease to be external, conventional or dialectical labels 
and assume a more real and, so to speak, biological 
significance. They are the infancy, youth and maturity 
of each people.* 

The Greek Middle Age comes to an end in the seventh 
century. This is the first period concerning which we 
possess any copious and exact information. There is, 
however, no question here of the birth of a nation. On 
the contrary, we are invited to witness the protracted 
dissolution of a people's long past and its awakening to 
a new age. Meyer sums up the position as follows: 
"The founda\ions of the medieval political constitution 
are destroyed. The dominion of the nobles is no longer 
an adequate expression of the prevailing circUinstances; 
the interests of the governing and governed classes no 
longer coincide. The antique pattern oflife, oflaw and 
of communities founded upon consanguinity loses its 
significance and becomes an obstruction. Men no longer 
necessarily remain members of the circle in which they 
were born. Everyone is master of his own fate; the indi
vidual emancipates himself socially, spiritually and politi
cally. If a man cannot make his fortune in his own 
country he goes to seek it among foreigners. Affairs invol
ving currency and revenues-the economics of finance 
begin during this epoch-are considered immoral, and 

*This idea of Meyer's largely inspired Spengler's suggestive work, 
The Decline 'If the Wul. 
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everyone becomes aware of their disastrous effects; but no 
one can be indifferent to them, and the most conservative 
nobleman takes good care not to despise his profits. 
Chremata, chremata aner-money, money makes the man
is the motto of the times; and it is very significant that 
we find it put into the mouth of a Spartan (Alcaeus, 
frag. 49) or of an Argive (Pindar, Isthmians 2). Between 
the nobles and the labourers come the new industrial 
and mercantile classes, with their attendant corps of 
artisans, petty traders and seamen, among whom are 
.conspicuous such adventurers as Archilochus of Thasos, 
who seek their fortunes wherever they can, and bear 
the double burden of calamity and subjection to an alien 
power. The cities grow bigger, for the peasants migrate 
to them so as to secure an easier livelihood; foreigners, 
too, who had no luck in their own country or had to go 
into exile on account of party struggles, settle in the 
towns. All combine in attacks upon the regime of the 
aristocrats. The peasants aspire to freedom from the 
.intolerable burden of economic oppression; the newly 
rich citizens to participation in administrative power; 
the descendants of the immigrants, who are sometimes 
more numerous than the longer established citizens, 
claim equality of treatment with the hereditary in
habitants. All these elements are united under the name 
of demos, as they were during the French Revolution 
under the name of tiers etat. Like the latter, the Greek 
demos does not constitute a unity, either through its 
position or through its political and social aims; it is 
only the common opposition of such heterogeneous 
elements to the 'better sort' that maintains their 
alliance."* 

There can be no more exact parallel with the com
position of modern nations on the eve of the revolutionary 

*Eduard Meyer, Guchi<hU ths .A.IIlrlums, Vol. II. 
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era. The more general distribution of money introduces 
capitalism. The rise of the latter is accompanied by that 
of imperialism. Soon afterwards comes the creation of 
great fleets. The wars of the mounted medieval nobles-
1 am now speaking of Greece-are replaced by others, 
not conducted on horseback or man to man. The 
promachia, or single combat, is succeeded by the great 
invention of the phalanx ofhoplites, the body ofinfantry 
capable of tactical movements. At the same time the 
medieval system of dissociated units is brought to an end 
and all the Greeks begin to call themselves Hellenes. 
Under the unity of this name they come to feel their 
profound historical affinity. 

Finally, it is in this age that the abrupt legislative 
changes in constitutions are introduced. Can the fact 
that these "invented" constitutions are always coupled 
with the name of some philosopher be due to mere 
chance? For it is, let us not forget, the century of the 
Seven Wise Men, and of the first Ionian and Dorian 
thinkers. Where there is radical alteration of laws and 
the establishment of new codes of conduct there is also 
to be noted, invariably, the manifest or covert presence 
of some "wise man." The Seven Wise Men are the 
seven great intellectual leaders of the epoch, the dis
coverers of reason or logos as opposed to mythos or 
tradition. 

By a rare piece of good fortune our data enable us to 
witness, through documentary evidence, the first in
carnation of the individualist and rational mentality in 
revolt against the mentality of tradition. The first 
thinker whose figure has come down to us in the light 
of complete historical authenticity is Hecataeus of 
Miletus, who wrote a book on the popular myths which 
then controlled the attitude of Greek civilisation. This 
work, of which only very inconsiderable fragments 
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remain, begins as follows: "Thus speaks Hecataeus of 
Miletus. I write all this in accordance with what seemed 
to me to be the truth; for the legends of the Greeks are, 
in my opinion, contradictory and. ridiculous." These 
words are the cockcrow of individualism, the bugle that 
sounds the reveille of the rationalist faith. Here, for the 
first time, we have an individual rebelling, in signal 
isolation, against tradition, that vast millenary world in 
which the mind of Greece had dwelt from time 
immemorial. 

Reform succeeds reform for a whole century, till we 
reach the most celebrated innovation of all, that of 
Cleisthenes. This is how Wi!amowitz-Moellendorff 
outlines the thought and the psychology of his author: 
"Cleisthenes the Alcmaeonid, belonging to the most 
powerful of the rival noble families banished by 
Pisistratus, succeeded, with the help of Delphi and . 
Sparta, in overthrowing the tyrant; he did not, however, 
take the latter's place, nor did he make Athens an 
aristocratic state, as Sparta hoped, but, again with the 
help of Delphi, endowed the city with a fully democratic 
constitution, the only one we are at all well acquainted 
with. For it was he, not Solon, who was its true creator 
. . . Previous sanctions had been confined to unwritten 
law, religion and custom, but from this date written 
laws become the true kings. Yet such laws are not dead 
letters carved in stone, mere obstacles to freedom, but 
rules of widely accepted validity, such as may be found 
engraven in the hearts of all enlightened citizens. The 
people alone have established them; but the people will 
not cancel them arbitrarily; they must be modified in 
legal form when they have ceased to be ~ust.' The 
people have appropriated them by the act of pledging 
their obedience; but it is a legislator who has really made 
them, ln Qrder that the people might be induced tQ 
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accept them willingly they had to face the same way as 
the people's thoughts and desires; but it was the legislator 
who hit upon the creative idea in the course of his 
self-communings; and just as in the humanitarianism of 
the old Attic law the mild and pious character of the 
wise poet, Solon, is clearly to be observed, so in the 
constitution of Cleisthenes there are traces of a violent 
type of logico-arithmetical constructive thought which 
invite the deduction of conclusions as to the temperament 
of their author. He must have elaborated a complete 
schematic synthesis of his plans during his banishment, 

:and only admitted with reluctance a few rare com
promises with reality when he found he could not 
extirpate it. His general tendencies, at any rate, have 
much in common with the arithmetical philosophic 
speculation which was then beginning and which was 
soon to lead to the doctrine of faith in the reality of 
numbers. Cleisthenes had, in fact, connections with 
Samos, the native city of the Pythagoreans. His violent 
radicalism derives obviously from the character of the 
sophists and philosophers, always fanatically determined 
to impose what is capable of logical proof on the real 
world in the interests of its salvation. Such castles in 
the air remind one immediately of the ephemeral 
constitutions of France prevailing in the interval between 
the fall of the old monarchy and the rise ofNapoleon I."* 

I do not think I need add to this exposition. The 
reform of Cleisthenes is a typically revolutionary 
phenomenon, the most notable of a long series which 
comes to an end only with the advent of Pericles. Mter 
this date the most casual glance reveals the workings of 
the geometric mind, philosophic radicalism and "pure 
re~on." 

* Th~ resemblance is so close that Cleisthenes, too, introduces 
the decunal system into his constitution. 

lJ, von Wil;unowitz-M_oellendorff1 Staa.t Wl!l Gu_e/lschqfl tkr Gritchm,, 
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The purpose of this essay was to show that the genesis 
of the revolutionary phenomenon must be sought in a 
determinate affection of the intelligence. Taine brought 
this idea to light when he enumerated the causes of the 
great revolution; on the other hand, he cancelled the 
value of his astute discovery by persuading himself that 
he was dealing with a habit peculiar to the mentality 
of France. He did not see that he was dealing with a 
general historical law. Every people whose development 
has not been violently interrupted reaches, a rationalist 
stage in the course of its intellectual evolution. When 
rationalism has been converted into the ordinary method : 
of mental procedure the revolutionary process breaks 
down automatically and inevitably. It does not, there
fore, originate in the oppression of the lower classes by 
the upper, nor in the advent of an imaginary sensibility 
to more delicately balanced justice-such a belief is 
spontaneously rationalist and anti-historical-nor even 
when new social classes attain sufficient power to wrest 
supremacy from the hands of its traditional possessors. 
Certain facts which can be described in this way 
accompany the manifestation of the revolutionary spirit, 
but are rather its consequences than its causes. 

A beautifully clear proof of this intellectual origin of 
revolutions may be obtained from the recognition that 
their radicalism, duration and modulation are pro
portionate to the nature of the racial intelligence in 
question. Races which are not particularly intelligent 
are not particularly revolutionary. The case of Spain is 
a very clear one: there have been and still are to be 
found in this country, in great abundance, all the other 
factors which are usually considered to be decisive in 
bringing about the explosion of revolution. Nevertheless, 
the revolutionary spirit proper is still to seek. Our 
ethnological intelligence has always been an atrophied 
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function and has never had a normal development. 
The little there has been of subversive temper here 
could always and can still be reduced to a reflection of 
that of other countries. Exactly the same is the case 
with our intelligence: the little there is of that is a 
reflection of other cultures. 

The example of England is very suggestive. It cannot 
be said that the English people is very intelligent. This 
is not because they lack intelligence, but because they 
have no excess of it. They possess the modicum, the 
amount that is strictly necessary in order to live. For 
this particular reason their revolutionary era was the 
most moderate of all and was always tinged with a 
conservative colouring. 

It was the same in Rome. Here, too, was a healthy 
and virile population, with a great appetite for life and 
dominion, but not particularly intelligent. Their 
intellectual awakening comes late and arises in contact 
with the culture of Greece. The theory I am here 
advocating has the greatest interest in the questions 
when the "ideas" of Greece reached Rome and when 
the revolution commenced. A coincidence of the two 
dates would have exceptional demonstrative value. 

The revolutionary era of Rome begins, as in well
known, in the second century B.c., during the age of 
the Gracchi. 

At that time the typical* situation of Rome is exactly 

* I should like to be allowed to give the t~m "typical" its correct 
meaning. It is generally employed in a sense contrary to that which 
it ought to bear. By "typical" is usually meant the element differ
entiating one thing from another, whereas it is rather that which is 
common to both and corresponds to a "type" or "general class" of 
things. Thus, physiology is now accustomed to speak of typical 
digestion-and, in general, of typical functions-which consists in 
the conjunction of reactions and movements that have to take place 
in all normal digestion. Every individual, even when normal, adds to 
that typical process phenomena which are peculiar to himself, 
but I).Ot ~~tial to the di~estive fqncJion, It is in the same sense that 
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the same as that of Greece between the seventh and 
sixth centuries and France in the eighteenth. The 
historical body of Rome has reached the maturity of its 
inner development; Rome is now what it will be to the 
end. The first great expansions have begun. Just as 
Greece annihilated Persia, France and England Spain, 
so Rome has annihilated the Carthaginian Empire. 
There is only one difference: the Roman intellect is still 
rudimentary, rustic, barbarous and medieval. A keen 
sense for the energetic conduct of practical affairs, 
coupled with a lack of mental agility, prevent the Roman 
from feeling that specific enjoyment in the manipulation 
of ideas which characterizes more intelligent peoples like 
the Greeks and the French. Up to the epoch of which 
I am now speaking every purely intellectual occupation 
had been subjected to furious persecution in Rome. 
The conventional gesture of hate and scorn of art and 
thought is destined to endure till the time of Augustus. 
Even Cicero thinks it necessary to apologise for staying 
in his villa writing a book instead of attending the 
Senate. 

Such resistance is, however, exercised in vain. The 
dull and slow intelligence of the agricultural Roman 
obeys the inexorable cycle and, in its receptive form at 
any rate, is at last awakened. This phenomenon occurs 
about ISO B.c. There is then at Rome, for the first time, 
a select circle of enthusiastic devotees of Greek culture, 
disdainful of the hostility of the traditionalist masses. 
The circle is the most illustrious and the highest in social 
rank in the republic. Scipio Aemilianus, the destroyer 
of Carthage and Numantia, is the first Roman noble to 
speak Greek. The historian Polybius and the philosopher 
Panaetius are his habitual counsellors. At his banquets 

I refer to the structure of Rome in its essence, whateVer its singu .. 
larities may have been. 

I 
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the subjects of discussion are poetry, philosophy and the 
new military technique-for instance, the admirable 
engineering works which have been revealed by ex
cavations 'of the Numantine encampments. Just as in 
Greece the disappearance of the Middle Age coincides 
with the replacement of the promachia, or battle in the 
form of a series of single combats, by the tactical unit 
of the phalanx, so in Rome there now begins the 
organisation of the revolutionary army into cohorts. 
Marins, the Lafayette of Rome, is to be the actual 
creator of this innovation. 

Scipio is a sentimental adherent of the utopian ideas 
that have reached him from Greece. There is a tradition 
that the phrase, Humanus sum, which afterwards became 
I am man and nothing human is alien from me, was first heard 
in his house. Now, that phrase is the eternal motto of 
cosmopolitan humanitarianism, first invented by Greece 
and later to be re-invented by the English ideologists 
and by Voltaire, Diderot and Rousseau. That phrase is, 
too, the motto of every true revolutionary spirit. 

Well, it is in that first "hellenist" and "idealist" circle 
that the Gracchi, the promoters of the first great 
revolution, are educated. Their mother, Cornelia, is the 
mother-in-law and cousin of Scipio Aemilianus. * 
Tiberius Gracchus had two philosophers as masters and 
as friends; one was the Greek Diophantes, the other the 
Italian Blossius: both were fanatical practitioners of 
political ideology, constructors of utopias. Tiberius, 
after his fall, proceeded to Asia Minor, where he per
suaded the prince, Aristonicus, to employ his slaves and 
alien settlers in trying the experiment of an utopian 
state, the City of the Sun, t which resembled the com-

• It is well known that Scipio, who belonged to the gens Paula 
Aemiliana, entered the family of the Scipios by adoption. 

t Rosenberg: History qftM &man Repubii<, p. 59 (1921). 
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munal establishment of "phalansteries" advocated by 
Fourier or the Icaria * of Cabet. 

An identical social mechanism, then, is reproduced, 
and functions through identical devices, in Rome as in 
Athens and France. The philosopher, the intellectual, is 
always to be found in the centre of the revolutionary 
stage. And this is very much to his credit. He is the 
professional exponent of pure reason, and does his duty 
in the anti-traditional breach. It may be said that at 
times when the philosophy of radicalism is in the 
ascendant-and these are, after all, the most glorious of 
any historical cycle-the intellectual acquires his 
maximum power of intervention and his maximum 
authority. His definitions, his "geometric" concepts, are 
the explosive substances that time after time in history 
shatter the cyclopean edifices organised by tradition. 
So, in our modern Europe, the great French rebellion 
originated in the abstract definition of man propounded 
by the encyclopedists. And the latest effort at recon
struction, the doctrine of socialism, arises similarly from 
the no less abstract definition framed by Marx of man 
considered simply as a worker, the "pure worker." 

In the course of the sunset of revolution ideas gradually 
cease to be a primary factor in history and return to the 
negative status they had occupied in the preceding 
traditionalist age. 

* The name given by Cabet to his Utopia. (Translator's note.) 



EPILOGUE ON THE MENTAL ATTITUDE OF 
DISILLUSION 

THE theme of the foregoing essay was confined to an 
and an affirmation ofits dissolution in Europe. But 
I attempt at a definition of the revolutionary spirit 

said at the beginning of my discourse that such a spidt 
is a mere stage in the orbit that traverses every great 
historical cycle. It is preceded by a rationalist attitude 
and followed by a mystical, or, more precisely, by a 
superstitious frame of mind. Perhaps the reader feels 
some curiosity as to the nature of the delta of super
stition into which the river of revolution is finally 
dissipated. It happens, however, that it is not possible 
to speak upon the subject except at length. The post
revolutionary epochs, after a very fugitive hour of 
apparent splendour, settle into a time of decadence. 
And decadences, like births, are enveloped, so far as 
history is concerned, in darkness and silence. History is 
accustomed to exercise a strange modesty, which makes 
it draw a pious veil over the imperfection of commence
ments and the disagreeable aspect of national decay. It 
is a fact that the. events of the "hellenistic" epoch in 
Greece and of the middle and later Empire of Rome are 
little known to historians, while their very existence is 
scarcely suspected by the generality of educated men. 
It is not therefore in any way possible to refer to them in 
the form of a brief allusion. 

It would only be by risking the imputation of 
innumerable misinterpretations that I would venture to 
satisfy the curiosity of the reader-but are there any 
curious readers in this country?-in the following words: 

132 
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The tradionalist mind is a mechanism operating 
through credulity, for its whole activity consists in its 
reliance upon the unquestioned wisdom of the past. 
The rationalist mind breaks these bonds of credulity 
and replaces them with a fresh imperative: faith in 
individual energy; of which reason is the supreme 
instigator. But rationalism tries to do too much-in fact, 
aspires to the impossible. The proposal to substitute 
ideas for reality is admirable in its illusive electrical 
quality, but is always foredoomed to failure. An 
enterprise so disproportionately ambitious leaves a 
historical field behind it which becomes an area of 
disillusion. After the defeat of all his daring idealist aims 
man is left completely demoralised. He loses all spon
taneous faith and does not believe in anything that works 
along manifest and disciplined lines. He respects neither 
tradition nor reason, neither collectivity nor the 
individual. His vital resources weaken because, 
definitively, it is the beliefs we cherish that keep such 
resources at concert pitch. He has not sufficient strength 
in reserve to maintain a suitable attitude before the 
mystery oflife and the universe. Physically and mentally 
he degenerates. In these epochs the human harvest is 
left to wither and the national populations dwindle. 
Not so much through famine, disease or other similar 
calamities as because the generative potency of man 
diminishes. Simultaneously, there is a decline in 
typically virile courage. Universal cowardice begins to 
prevail: a strange phenomenon which appeared equally 
in Greece and Rome and has not yet received its due 
emphasis. In times of security man possesses but half 
the measure of personal valour required to encounter 
the vicissitudes of life without disgrace. In such ages of 
waste valour becomes an unusual quality which is only 
possessed by a few. Its practice is made a profession 
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whose exponents fonn a soldiery hostile to all public order 
and stupidly oppressive of the rest of the social body. 

This universal cowardice becomes apparent in the 
most delicate and intimate recesses of the mind, and 
projects itself in all directions. Men are terrified once 
more by lightning and thunder, as they were in the most 
primitive times. No one relies on . his own personal 
vigour to enable him to triumph over difficulties. Life 
is felt to be a formidable accident, in which man is 
dependent upon mysterious and occult wills, acting in 
accordance with the most puerile caprices. The debased 
mind is incapable of offering resistance to destiny, and 
turns to superstitious practices in the hope of propitiating 
these hidden powers. The most absurd rites attract the 
adhesion of the multitude. Rome submits to the 
dominion of all the monstrous divinities of Asia, which 
had been so honourably disdained two centuries before. 

In short: the spirit of the time, being incapable of 
maintaining itself in equilibrium by its own unaided 
efforts, searches for some spar that will save it from the 
wreck, and examines its environment with the anxious 
and cringing look of a dog, hoping it may find someone 
to help it. The superstitious mind is, in effect, a dog in 
search of a master. Men cannot now even remember 
the noble gestures of pride they once assumed; and the 
imperative of liberty that resounded i:ti. their ears for 
centuries would now be totally incomprehensible. On 
the contrary, they feel an incredible anxiety to be slaves. 
Slavery is their highest ambition: slavery to other men, 
to an emperor, to a sorcerer or to an idol. Anything 
rather than feel the terror of facing singlehanded, in 
their own persons, the ferocious assaults of existence. 

Perhaps the name that best suits the spirit that comes 
into being beyond the sunset of revolution is the tenn, 
spirit of slavery. 



THE HISTORICAL SIGNIFICANCE OF THE 
THEORY OF EINSTEIN 

T HE theory of relativity, the most important intellect
ual fact that the present time can show, inasmuch 
as it is a theory, admits of discussion whether it is 

true or false. But, apart from its truth or falsity, a theory 
is a collection of thoughts which is born in a mind, in a 
spirit or in a conscience in the same way as a fruit is 
born upon a tree. Now, a new fruit indicates that a new 
vegetable species is making its appearance in the flora 
of the world. Accordingly, we can study the theory of 
relativity with the same design as a botanist has in 
describing a plant: we can put aside the question whether 
the fruit is beneficial or harmful, whether the theory is 
true or erroneous, and attend solely to the problem of 
classifying the new species, the new type of living being 
which we light upon there. Such an analysis will enable · 
us to discover the historical significance of the theory, 
viz., its nature as an historical phenomenon. 

The peculiarities of the theory of relativity point to 
certain specific tendencies in the mind which has created 
it. And as a scientific edifice of this magnitude is not 
the work of one man but the result of the inadvertent 
collaboration of many, of all the best contemporary 
minds, in fact,. the orientation which these tendencies 
reveal will indicate the course of western history. 

I do not merely mean by this that the triumph of the 
theory will influence the spirit of mankind by imposing 
on it the adoption of a definite route. That is an obvious 
banality; What. is really interesting is the inverse 

'35 
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proposition: the spirit of man has set out, of its own 
accord, upon a definite route, and it has therefore been 
possible for the theory of relativity to be born and to 
triumph. The more subtle and _technical ideas are, the 
more remote they seem from the ordinary preoccupations 
of men, the more authentically they denote the profound 
variations produced in the historical Inind of humanity. 

It will be enough to lay some little emphasis upon the 
general tendencies operative in the invention of this 
theory, and to prolong their lines somewhat beyond the 
precincts of physics, for the pattern of a new sensibility 
to shape itself before our eyes, a sensibility antagonistic 
to that which has previtiled in recent centuries. 

1. Absolutism. 

The whole system centres, organically, in the idea of 
relativity. Everything depends, therefore, on the 
physiognomy assumed by this conception in Einstein's 
work of genius. It would not be lacking in all sense of 
proportion to assert that it is at this point that genius 
has applied its inspired vigour, its thrust of adventurous 
energy, its sublime archangelic audacity. Once this 
point was adinitted, the rest of the theory could have 
been worked out with no more than ordinary care. 

Classical mechanics recognises the common relativity 
of all our conclusions on the question of movement and, 
therefore, the relativity of every position in space and 
time which the human mind can observe. How is it, 
then, that the theory of Einstein which, we are told, has 
destroyed the entire edifice of classical mechanics, throws 
into relief in its very name, as its principal characteristic, 
relativity itself? This is the multiform equivocation 
which we are bound, above all, to expose. The relatioism 
of Einstein is strictly inverse to that of Galileo and Newton. 
For the latter the empirical conclusions we come to 
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concerning duration, location and movement are relative 
because they believe in the existence of absolute space, 
time and movement. We cannot perceive them im
mediately; at most we possess indirect indications of 
them (centrifugal forces are an example). But if their 
existence is believed in all the effective conclusions we 
come to will be disqualified as mere appearances, values 
relative to the standpoint of comparison occupied by the 
observer. Consequently, relativism here connotes 
failure. The physical science of Galileo and Newton is 
relative in this sense. 

Let us suppose that, for one reason or another, a man 
considers it incumbent upon him to deny the existence 
of those unattainable· absolutes in space, time and 
transference. At once those concrete conclusions, which 
formerly appeared relative in the sinister sense of the 
word, being freed from comparison with the absolute, 
become the only conclusions that express reality. 
Absolute (unattainable) reality and a further reality, 
which is relative in comparison with the former, will not 
now exist. There will only be one single reality, and this 
will be what positive physics approximately describes. 
Now, this reality is what the observer perceives from the 
place he occupies; it is therefore a relative reality. But 
as this relative reality, in the suppositious case we have 
taken, is the only one there is, it must, as well as being 
relative, be true or, what comes to the same thing, 
absolute reality. Relativism is not here opposed to 
absolutism; on the contrary, it merges with it and, so far 
from suggesting a failure in our knowledge, endows the 
latter with an absolute validity. 

This is the case with the mechanics of Einstein. His 
physical science is not relative, but relativist, and 
achieves, thanks to its relativism, an absolute significance. 

The most absurd misrepresentation which can be 
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applied to the new mechanics is to interpret it as one 
more offspring of the old philosophic relativism, of which 
it is in fact the executioner. In the old relativism our 
knowledge is relative because what we aspire to know, 
viz., space-time reality, is absolute and we cannot attain 
to it. In the physics of Einstein our knowledge is 
absolute; it is reality that is relative. 

Consequently, we are above all bound to note as one 
of the most genuine features of the new theory its 
absolutist tendency in the sphere of knowledge. It is 
inexplicable that this point should not have been 
emphasized as a matter of course by those who interpret 
the philosophic significance of this innovation of genius. 
The tendency is perfectly clear, however, in the capit3! 
formula of the whole theory: physical laws are true 
whatever may be the system of reference used, that is 
to say, whatever the point of observation may be. Fifty 
years ago thinkers were preoccupied with the question 
whether "from the point of view of Sirius" human truths 
would be valid. This is equivalent to a degradation of 

· the science practised by man by an attribution to it of 
a purely domestic value. The mechanics of Einstein 
permit our physical laws to harmonise with those which 
may be conjectured to prevail in tninds inhabiting Sirius. 

But this new absolutism differs radically from that 
which animated rationalist doctrine during the last few 
centuries. Such rationalists believed that it was man's 
privilege to unveil the secrets of nature without doing 
more than exploring the recesses of his own soul for the 
eternal truths which it contained. In this beliefDescartes 
creates physics, not from experience, but from what he 
calls the trlsor de mon esprit. The value of such truths, 
which do not proceed from observation, but from puer 
reason, is universal in character, and instead oflearning 
them from nature we actually, in a certain sense, impose 
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them on nature. They are a priori truths. In the works 
of Newton himself are to be found phrases which reveal 
the rationalist spirit. "In natural philosophy," he says, 
"we must abstract our senses." In other words, in order 
to verify the nature of anything we must turn our backs 
on it. An example of these magical truths is the law of 
inertia: according to this law, a moving body, free from 
all influence, will go on moving indefinitely in a 
rectilineal and uniform way. Now, such a body, exempt 
from all influence, is unknown to us. Why make such 
an affirmation? Simply because space has a rectilineal 
or euclidian structure and consequently all "spon
taneous" movement, which is not diverted by some force, 
will accommodate itself to the law of space. 

But what guarantees this euclidian nature of space? 
Experience? In a way it does; the nature of pure reason 
is to resolve, previously to all experience, on the absolute 
necessity of the space in which physical bodies move 
being euclidian. Man cannot see except in euclidian 
space. This peculiarity of the inhabitants of the earth 
is promoted by rationalism to the dignity of a law of the 
whole cosmos. The old absolutists perpetrated a similar 
naivete in every sphere of thought. They begin with an 
excessive estimate of man. They make him a centre of 
the universe, though he is only a corner of it. This is 
the cardinal error that the theory· of Einstein now 
corrects. 

:2. Perspectivism. 
The provincial spmt has always, and with good 

reason, been accused of stupidity. Its nature involves an 
optical illusion. The provincial does not realise that he 
is looking at the world from a decentralised position. 
He supposes, on the contrary, that he is at the centre of 
the whole earth, and accordingly passes judgment on all 
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things as if his vision were directed from that centre. 
This is the cause of the deplorable complacency which 
produces such comic effects. All his opinions are falsified 
as soon as they are formulated because they originate 
from a pseudo-centre. On the other hand, the dweller 
in the capital knows that his city, however large it may 
be, is only one point of the cosmos, a decentralised corner 
of it. He knows, further, that the world has no centre, 
and that it is therefore necessary, in all our judgments, 
to discount the peculiar perspective that reality offers 
when it is looked at from our own point of view. This 
is the reason why the provincial always thinks his 
neighbour of the great city a sceptic, though the fact is 
that the latter is only better informed. 

The theory of Einstein has shown modern science, with 
its exemplary discipline-the nuova scienza of Galileo, the 
proud physical philosophy of the West-to have been 
labouring under an acute form of provincialism. 
Euclidian geometry, which is only applicable to what is 
close at hand, had been extended to the whole universe. 
In Germany to-day the system of Euclid is beginning to 
be called "proximate geometry" in contradistinction to 
other collections of axioms which, like those of Riemann, 
are long-range geometries. 

The refutation of this provincial geometry, like that of 
all provincialism, has been accomplished by means of 
an apparent limitation, an exercise of modesty in the 
claims of its conqueror. Einstein is convinced that to talk 
of Space is a kind of megalomania which inevitably 
introduces error. We are not aware of any more 
extensions than those we measure, and we cannot 
measure more than our instruments can deal with. 
These are our organ of scientific vision; they determine 
the spatial structure of the world we know. But as every 
other being desirous of constructing a system of physics 
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from some other place in the earth is in the same case 
the result is that there is no real limitation involved at all. 

There is no question, then, of our relapsing into a 
subjectivist interpretation of knowledge, according to 
which the truth is only true for a pre-determined 
subjective personality. According to the theory of 
relativity, the event A, which from the mundane point 
of view precedes the event B in time, will, from another 
place in the universe-Sirius, for example-seem to 
succeed B. There cannot be a more complete inversion 
of reality. Does it mean that either our own imagination 
or else that of the mind resident in Sirius is at fault? 
Not at all. Neither the human mind nor that in Sirius 
alters the conformation of reality. The fact of the matter 
is that one of the qualities proper to reality is that of 
possessing perspective, that is, of organising itself in 
different ways so as to be visible from different points. 
Space and time are the objective ingredients of physical 
perspective, and it is natural that they should vary 
according to the point of view. 

In the introduction to my first Espectador, which 
appeared in January, 1916, when nothing had yet been 
published on the general theory of relativity,* I put 
forward a brief exposition of the doctrine of perspective, 
giving it a range of reference ample enough to transcend 
physics and include all reality. I mention this fact to 
show the extent to which a similar cast of thought is a 
sign of the times. 

What surprises me more is that no one has yet noticed 
this cardinal feature in the work of Einstein. Without 
a single exception-so far as I know-all that has been 
written on the matter interprets his great discovery as 
one step more on the road of subjectivism. In all 

• Einstein's first publication on his recent discovery, Die Grund/agm 
tier allgemeinm &lativiWStluori4 was published in that year. 
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languages and in all centres of culture we continue to 
hear that Einstein has confirmed the Kantian doctrine 
in at least one point, viz., the subjectivity of space and 
time. It is important for my purpose to declare 
circumstantially that this belief seems to me the most 
complete misconception of the significance that the 
theory of relativity implies. 

Let us define the question in a few words, but in the 
clearest way we can. Perspective is the order and form 
that reality takes for him who contemplates it. If the 
place that he occupies varies, the perspective also varies. 
On the other· hand, if another observer is substituted for 
him in the same place, the perspective remains identical. 
It is true that if there is no contemplating personality 
by whom reality is observed there is no perspective. 
Does this mean that the latter is subjective? Here we 
have the equivocation which has for centuries, to say 
the least, misled all philosophy and consequently the 
attitude of man to the universe. To avoid this difficulty 
all we have to do is to make a simple distinction. 

When we see a stationary and solitary billiard ball we 
only perceive its qualities of colour and form. But suppose 
another ball collides with the first. The latter is then 
.driven forward with a speed proportionate to the shock 
of the collision. Thereupon we note a new quality of 
the ball, which was previously latent, viz., its resilience. 
But, someone may say, resilience is not a quality of the 
first ball, for the quality in question only appears when 
the second ball collides with it. We shall answer at once 
that it is not so. Resilience is a qualitY of the first ball 
no less than its colour and form, but it is a reactive 
quality, i.e., one responsive to the action of another 
object. Thus, in a man, what we usually call his 
character is his way of reacting to externality-things, 
persons or events. 
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Well, now: when some reality collides with another 
object which we denominate "conscious subject," the 
reality responds to the subject by appearing to it. 
Appearance is an objective quality of the real, its response 
to a subject. This response is, moreover, different 
according to the condition of the observer; for example, 
according to his standpoint of contemplation. It is to 
be noted that perspective and point of view now acquire 
an obje_ctive value, though they were previously con
sidered to be deformations imposed by the subject upon 
reality. Time and space are once more, in defiance of 
the Kantian thesis, forms of the real. 

If there had been among the infinite number of points 
of view an exceptional one to which it might have been 
possible to assign a superior correspondence with nature, 
we could have considered the rest as deforming agents 
or as "purely subjective." Galileo and Newton believed 
that this was the case when they spoke of absolute space, 
that is to say, of a space contemplated from a point of 
view which is in no way concrete. Newton calls absolute 
space sensorium Dei, the visual organ of God; or, we 
might say, divine perspective. But we have scarcely 
thought out in all its implications this idea of a 
perspective which is not seen from any determined and 
exclusive place when we discover its contradictory and 
absurd nature. There is no absolute space because there 
is no absolute perspective. To be absolute, space has to 
cease being real-a space full of phenomena-and 
become an abstraction. 

The theory of Einstein is a Inarvellous proof of the 
harmonious multiplicity of all possible points of view. 
If the idea is extended to morals and aesthetics, we shall 
come to experience history and life in a new way. 

The individual who desires to master the maximum 
amount possible of truth will not now be compelled, as 
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he was for centuries enjoined, to replace his spontaneous 
point of view with another of an exemplary and 
standardised character, which used to be called the 
"vision of things sub specie aetemitatis." The point of view 
of eternity is blind: it sees nothing and does not exist. 
Man will henceforth endeavour, instead, to be loyal 
to the unipersonal imperative which represents his 
individuality. 

It is the same with nations. Instead of regarding 
non-European cultures as barbarous, we shall now begin 
to respect them, as methods of confronting the cosmos 
which are equivalent to our own. There is a Chinese 
perspective which is fully as justified as the Western. 

3· Antiutopianism or antirationalism. 

The same tendency which in its positive form leads to 
perspectivism signifies in its negative form hostility to 
utopianism. 

The utopian conception is one which, while believing 
itself to arise from "nowhere," yet claims to be valid for 
everyone. To a sensibility of the type evident in the 
theory of relativity this obstinate refusal to be localised 
necessarily appears over-confident. There is no spectator 
of the cosmic spectacle who does not occupy a definite 
position. To want to see something and not to want to 
see it from some particular place is an absurdity. Such 
puerile insubordination to the conditions imposed on us 
by reality, such incapacity for the cheerful acceptance 
of destiny, so ingenuous an assumption that it is easy to 
substitute our own sterile desires, are features of a spirit 
which is to-day nearing its end and on the verge of 
giving place to another completely antagonistic to it. 

The utopian creed has dominated the European mind 
during the whole of the modern epoch in science, in 
morals, in religion and in art. The whole weight of the 

iJI 
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intensely earnest desire to master reality-a specifically 
European characteristic-had to be thrown into the 
scales to prevent Western civilisation from perishing in 
a gigantic fiasco. For the most troublesome feature of 
utopianism is not that it gives us false solutions to 
problems-scientific or political-but something worse: 
the difficulty is that it does not accept the problem of 
the real as it is presented, but immediately, viz., a priori, 
imposes a form on it which is capricious. 

If we compare Western life with that of Asia-Indian 
or Chinese-we are at once struck by the spiritual 
instability of the European as opposed to the profound 
equilibrium of the Oriental mind. This equilibrium 
reveals the fact that, at any rate in the greatest problems 
of life, the Easterner has discovered formulae more 
perfectly adjusted to reality. The European, on the 
other hand, has been frivolous in his appreciation of the 
elemental factors of life and has contrived capricious 
interpretations of them which have periodically to be 
replaced. 

The utopist aberration of human intelligence begins 
in Greece and occurs wherever rationalism reaches the 
point of exacerbation. Pure reason constructs an 
exe~.Plary world-a physical or political cosmos-in the 
belief that it is the true reality and must therefore 
supplant the actually existent one. The divergence 
between phenomena and pure ideas is such that the 
conflict is inevitable. But the rationalist is sure that the 
struggle will result in the defeat of reality. This conviction 
is the main characteristic of the rationalist temperament. 

Reality, naturally, possesses more than sufficient 
toughness to resist the assaults of ideas. Rationalism 
then looks for a way out: it recognises that, for the moment, 
the idea cannot be realised, but believes that success will 
be achieved in an "infinite process" (Leibnitz, Kant). 

E 
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Utopianism takes the form of"uchronianism."* During 
the last two centuries and a half every difficulty was 
resolved by an appeal to the infinite, or at least to periods 
of indeterminate length. In Darwinism, for instance, 
one species is born of another without the intervention 

·of more than a few millennia between the two. It is 
assumed that time, that ghostly river, by merely elapsing, 
can be an efficient cause and make what is actually 
inconceivable a probability. 

We do not realise that science, whose sole pleasure is 
to obtain a reliable image of nature, can be nourished 
on illusion. I remember one detail that has exercised 
a very great deal ofinfluence over my thought. Many 
years ago I was reading a lecture of the physiologist Loeb 
on tropism, a concept by means of which it was thought 
possible to describe and explain the law which regulates 
the elemental movements of infusoria. This concept, 
with certain corrections and additions, serves as a basis 
for understanding some of these phenomena. But at the 
end of his lecture Loeb adds: "The time will come when 
what we call to-day the moral acts of man will be 
explained simply as tropisms." This piece of audacity 
shocked me extremely, for it opened my eyes to many 
other opinions of modern science which make, with less 
ostentation, the same mistake. So then, I thought, "such 
a concept as tropism, which is scarcely capable of 
penetrating the secret of phenomena so simple as the 
transference of infusoria, can be thought sufficient, in 
some vague future, to explain so mysterious and complex 
a thing as the ethical acts of man. What sense can there 
be in this? Science has to solve its problems to-day, not 
put us off to the Greek kalends. If its actual methods 
are not enough at present to master the riddle of the 

• Ucronismo, a word coined from the Greek, on the analogy of 
uJopismo, substituting "time" for "place." (Translator's note). 
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universe the proper thing to do is to replace them with 
others which may be more efficacious. Current science, 
however, is full of problems which are left intact because 
they are incompatible with the methods employed. It is, 
apparently, the former which are to overcome the latter, 
and not vice versa. Science is full of uchronianism, of 
Greek kalends. 

When we emerge from this scientific beatitude, with 
its cult ofidolatrous worship of pre-established methods, 
and turn to the thought of Einstein we feel, as it were, 
a fresh morning breeze. The attitude of Einstein is 

· completely distinct from the traditional one. We see 
him advancing directly upon problems with the gestures 
of a young athlete and, by employing the method 

. readiest to hand, catching them by the horns. He makes 
a virtue and an efficacious system of tactics out of what 
appeared to be a defect and a limitation in science. 

A short digression wiii enable us to see this question 
in a clearer light. 

One part of the work ofKant will remain imperishable, 
viz., his great discovery that experience is not only the 
aggregate of data transmitted by the senses, but also a 
product of two factors. The sensible datum has to be 
received, given its correct affiliation and organised in a 
system of disposition. This order is supplied by the 
subjective personality and is a priori. In other words, 
physical experience is a compound of observation and 
geometry. Geometry is a pentagraph elaborated by pure 
reason: observation is the work of the senses. All science 
which is explanatory of material phenomena has 
contained, contains and wiii contain these two ingre
dients. 

This identity of composition, invariably exhibited by 
modern physics throughout its entire history, does not, 
however, exclude the most profound variations in its 
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spirit. The mutual relation maintained between its two 
ingredients leaves room, in fact, for very diverse 
interpretations. Which of the two is to supplant the 
other? Ought observation to yield to the demands of 
geometry, or geometry to observation? To decide one 
way or the other will mean our adherence to one of two 
antagonistic types of inteiiectual tendency. There is 
room for two opposed castes of opinion in one and the 
same system of physics. 

It is common knowledge that the experiment of 
Michelson* is crucial in the hierarchy of such tests: 
physical theory is there placed between the devil and 
the deep sea. The geometrical law which proclaims the 
unalterable homogeneity of space, whatever may be the 
processes which occur in it, enters into uncompromising 
conflict with observation, with fact, with matter. One 
of two things must happen: either matter is to yield to 
geometry or the latter to the former. 

In this acute dilemma two inteiiectual temperaments 
come before us, and we are able to observe their reaction. 
Lorentz and Einstein, confronted by the same experi
ment, take opposite resolutions. LorentZ, in this 
particular representing the old rationalism, believes 
himself obliged to conclude that it is matter which yields 
and contracts. The celebrated "contradiction of 
Lorentz" is an admirable example of utopianism. It is 
the Oath of the Tennis Court transferred to physics. 
Einstein adopts the contrary solution. Geometry must 
yield, pure space is to bow to observation, to curve, in 
fact. 

In the political sphere, supposing the analogy to be 
a perfect one, Lorentz would say: Nations may perish, 
provided we keep our principles. Einstein, on the other 

• The German physicist, born in 1852. His experiment dealt with 
the propagation oflight as observed on the earth. (Translator's note.) 
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hand, would maintain: We must look for such principles 
as will preserve nations, because that is what principles 
are for. 

It is not easy to exaggerate the importance of the 
change of course imposed by Einstein upon physical 
science. Hitherto the role of geometry, of pure reason, 
has been to exercise an undisputed dictatorship. 
Common speech retains a trace of the sublime function 
which used to be attributed to reason: people talk of 
the "dictates of reason." For Einstein the role of reason 
is a much more modest one: it descends from dictator
ship to the status of a humble instrument, which has, in 
every case, first to prove its efficiency. 

Galileo and Newton made the universe euclidian 
simply because reason dictated it so. But pure reason 
cannot do anything but invent systetns of methodical 
arrangement. These may be very numerous and various. 
Euclidian geometry is one, Riemann's another, 
Lobatchewski's another, and so on. But it is clearly not 
these systems, not pure reason, which resolve the nature 
of the real. On the contrary, reality selects from among 
these possible orders or schemes the one which has most 
affinity with itself. This is what the theory of relativity 
means. The rationalistpast of four centuries is confronted 
by the genius of Einstein, who inverts the time-honoured 
relation which used to exist between reason and 
observation. Reason ceases to be an imperative standard 
and is converted into an arsenal of instruments; 
observation tests these and decides which is the most 
convenient to use. 'The result is the creation of the 
science of mutual selection between pure ideas and pure 
facts. 

This is one of the features which it is most important 
to emphasize in the thought of Einstein, for here we 
discover the initiation of an entirely new attitude to life. . . 



150 THE MODERN THEME 

Culture ceases to be, as hitherto, an imperative standard 
to which our existence has to conform. We can now see 
a more delicate and more just relation between the two 
factors. Certain phenomena of life are selected as 
possible forms of culture; but of these possible forms of 
culture life, in its turn, selects the only ones which are 
suitable for future realisation. 

4· Finitism. 
I should not like to conclude this genealogical sketch 

of the profound tendencies rife in the theory of relativity 
without alluding to the most clear and patent of them. 
While the utopist past used to settle all disputes by the 
expedient of recourse to the infinite in space and time, 
the physics of Einstein-and similarly the recent 
mathematical systems of Brouwer and Wey-annotates 
the universe. The world of Einstein is curved, and 
therefore closed and finite.* 

For anyone who believes that scientific doctrines are 
born by means of spontaneous generation and need do 
no more than open our eyes and minds to facts the 
innovation under discussion has no real importance. It 
merely amounts to a modification of the form which 
used to be attributed to the world. But the original 
supposition is false: a scientific doctrine is not born, 
however obvious the facts upon which it is based may 
appear, without a well-defined spiritual orientation. It 
is necessary to understand the genesis of our thoughts 
in all their delicate duplicity. No more truths are 
discovered than those we are already in search of. 
To the rest, however evident they may be, the spirit is 
blind. 

*The system of Einstein prosecutes its attack on the infinite in all 
direc!i?DJ· For example, it excludes the possibility of infinite 
veloatles. 
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This gives an enormous range of reference to the fact 
that physics and mathematics are suddenly beginning to 
have a marked preference for the finite and a great 
distaste for the infinite. Can there be a more radical 
difference between two minds than that one should tend 
to the idea that the universe is unlimited and that the 
other should feel its environment to be circumscribed? 
The infinity of the cosmos was one of the great 
intoxicating ideas produced by the Renaissance. It 
flooded the hearts of men with tides of pathetic emotion, 
and Giordano Bruno suffered a cruel death on its behalf. 
During the whole of the modem epoch the most earnest 
desires of Western man have concealed, as though it 
were a magical foundation for them, this idea of the 
infinity of the cosmic scene. 

And now, all at once, the world has become limited, 
a garden surrounded by confining walls, an apartment, 
an interior. Does not this new setting suggest an entirely 
different style of living, altogether opposed to that at 
present in use? Our grandsons will enter existence 
armed with this notion, and their attitude to space will 
have a meaning contrary to that of our own. There is 
evident in this propensity to finitism a definite urge 
towards limitation, towards beauty of serene type,_ 
towards antipathy to vague superlatives, towards anti
romanticism. The Greek, the "classical" man, also lived 
in a limited universe. All Greek culture has a horror of 
the infinite and seeks the metron, the mean. 

It would be superficial, however, to believe that the 
human mind is being directed towards a new classicism. 
There has never yet been a new classicism which has 
not resulted in frivolity. The classical man seeks the 
limit, but it is because he has never lived in an unlimited 
world. Our case is inverse: the limit signifies an 
amputation for us, and the closed and finite world in 
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which we are now to draw breath will be, irremediably, 
a truncated universe.* 

*It would be necessary to touch on two other points to complete 
the $'eneral outline of the mind which has created the theory of 
relativity. One of them would be the care with which the dis
continuities in the real arc emphasised, as opposed to the passion for 
the continuous which dominates the thought of the last few centuries. 
This disconJinuism is equally triumphant in biology and in history. 
The other point, perhaps the most weighty of all, would be the 
tendency to suppress causality, which operates in a latent form in the 
theory of Einstein. Physics, which began by being wclumics and 
then became tfynamics, tends in Eisntein to be converted into mere 
einematks. On both points it is only possible to speak by reference to 
difficult technical questions which I have tried to eliminate in the 
present text. 
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COMING 

of 
COMMUNITY 

By 
W. T. SYMONS 

7/6 net 

Gf To write across the ~ide page of this book the 
word Revo/ntion would be at once a mistake and a 
corrective. A mistake because it does not propose 
any violent rupture with the past. A conective because 
urgent throughout its pages is the idea that with 
man's achievements must come revolution in his 
institutions. It is crammed full of well-ordered 
thought directed towards the necessity for radical 
change if we are to avert disaster. It advances a new 
conception of social life and a new method for the 
realisation of that conception, as the only permanent 
way out of the prevailing economic dilemma. The 
author detects a new possibility-that of conscious 
direction-implicit in the nature of the crisis which 
enthralls the world. 

LONDON: THE . C. W. DANIEL COMPANY 
F o r t y- s i x B e r n a r d S t r e e t , W. C. x 
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By 

M.B. OXON 
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THESE chapters are a selection of articles 
which appeared in print over a period 

of some twenty years. They were written 
in response to topical events, and treat 
of such varied things, in such varied ways, 
that, on the surface, they appear as scrappy 
as any collection of articles could well do. 
But really, they are scraps of one whole, 
a jig-saw puzzle, as it were, of the 
complicated universe in which we live, 
and any one who remembers this may, 
by chance, find wakening in his mind a 
sense of that Solidarity of Things in 
General which has become so out of 
fashion in these days of details and 
Specialists that few even dream of its 
existence. 
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E. M. COBHAM The Children All Day Long 

Paper, lf-; Cloth, 2/-
Shows that the healthy development of the growing mind depends mainly 
upon a wise arrangement and control of the little unimportant acts such as 
every child does every day, and keeps on doing all day long. 

Three Minute Talks About Children 
By Dr. ESTELLE COLE 

2/6 net 
Gives certain fundamental psychological facts in popular form for all women 
and parents. Includes such vitally interesting topics as The Difficult Child, 
The Baby of the Family, the Advantages of Naughtiness, The Question 
Habit and Peter Pan Parents. 
", •• a good addition to the , •• literature on child psychology." 

-NuTsiiSg Mirror 

Psycho-Analysis for All lWDrRUDOLF 
URBANTSCHITSCH 

2/6 net 
.... • few accounts of PSycho-analysis so simple and straightforward or so 
much to be recommended to the ordinary reader as this , • • should appeal 
to all who wish to understand themselves or their fellows.''- Alan Porter 
in The Daily Huald. 

Life and Health of Mind and 
By FLORENCE DANIEL 

3/6 net 

Body 

A thoughtful book which shows the nlation that exists between the many 
functions of the Body. 
" ••• written in a cheerful and vivacious manner and mar, be perused with 
benefit by patients suffering from mental and fUDJ:tionalills. '-Medical Tinus. 

P Edited by urpose W. T. SYMONS and PHILIPPE MAIRET 
Qparter/)1 6d. Tear/)~ 2/· 

A Review of present-day things and tbougbt9. Discusses literature, drama~ 
art as well as politics and Science, in the light of their own living intention. 

Collected Works of Mary Everest Boole 
Edilld i!J> E. M. COBHAM. Preface by ETHEL S. DUMMER 

4 oolwnes, £3 
Am. Boote studied the relations of unconscious to eonsclous and the part 
played by time sequence and the balance of the nervous &)'!Item in tho 
normal methods of approach to the As·Yet-UnkD.own to get light on our 
problems of everyday. 
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SIDE-LIGHTS ON 
PSYCHO-ANALYSIS 
TWO .IMPORTANT BOOKS 

By GEORG GRODDECK, M.D. 
of Baden Baden 

'THE BOOK OF THE IT' 
Psycho-analytic Letters to a friend 

Authorised Translation 
Furnished and Revised hy the Author 

22/6 net 

A series of supposed letters, a running commentary, to 
enlighten an intelligent woman without special knowledge 
of either psycho-analysis or medicine. Professor Freud 
says : " we need feel no hesitation in finding a place for 
Groddeck's discovery in the fabric of science." 

'THE UNKNOWN SELF' 
7/6 net 

" . • . an excellent translation that makes capital reading, 
of a collection of papers. • • . Dr. Groddeck and his work 
are • . . ensigns, so to speak, of a medical movement that 
is bound to gather momentum in the near future. • . • 
Groddeck has broken away from Freudism, as did Adler, 
but at a different angle, although, with Adler, and with 
J ung, he is more than willing to do justice to the greatness 
of Freud's earlier work and thought."-P.ryche. 
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The C. W. Daniel Company 

46 Bernard Street, W.C.I 



Two Useful Books 
for the Student of 

Psychology 
THE CASE OF MRs. A 

(The Diagnosis of a Life-Style) 
by 

Dr. Alfred Adler 
(of Vienna) 

zf-
ease notes made by a practising physician were 
presented to Dr. Adler at the last moment at a 
special meeting of the Medical Society of Indi
vidual Pslchology. This booklet is a verbatim 
report o his extempore consideration and 
impromptu interpretation. 

ANOREXIA NERVOSA 
A Discuss.ion 

by 
Drs. W. Langdon Brown, F. G. Crookshank 

J. C. Young, George Gordon and 
C. M. Bevan Brown 

z/6 
Several authors discuss a by no means un
common disease. The conclusions they arrive 
at-<md the manner of their arrival-will be of 
considerable intetest to the student of Psychology 
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METHODS OF 
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-An Authoritative Series comprising six 
volumes written by world-famous Psychologists 

Edited by Dr. KARL BIRNBAUM 
(Ledur<r aiiM Univmi!)l qf Berlin) 

Vol I. Individual Psychological Treatment 
By Dr. ERWIN WEXBERG qf Berlin. 6/
" ... the clearest and simplest outline of Individual Psy· 
cbology that we possess , •• fresh and easily intelligible 
Boglish."-spectator. 
"In an essentially praetleal volume , •• details of treatment 
are given which will be found of assistance to the practitioner 
in dealing with neurotic patients."-Bri,Uh. Medical Journal. 

Vol 2. (a) Suggestion Therapy 
By Dr. ERNST JOLOWICZ qf Leipzig. 

(b) Hypnosis and Hypnotherapy 
By Dr. GUSTAV HEYER qf Munich. 8/6 
"Anyone who wishes to ~ractise these methods of treatment 
will lind herein very e::rpbcit directions for carrying them out. 
In fact we know of no other book in English where there is 
given so much detail u here. Apart from ita value as a guide 
to treatment this book makes very interesting reading."
M ulieiJI. World. 

Vol. 3 Psycho-Analysis and Neuroses 7/6 
By Dr. HANS VON HATTINGBERG qf Muni<h. 

IN PREPARATION 

Vol. 4 The Technique of Psycho-Analysis 
By Dr. HANS VON HATTINGBERG. 5/· 

Vol. 5 Psychotherapy in Education 
By Dr. ARTHUR KRONFELD qf Bcr/in. 7/6 

Vol. 6 General Survey of the Series 
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PURPOSE 
QUARTERLY6o.;YEARLY 2/· (POST PAID) 
EDITED BY W. T. SYMONS & PHILIPPE MAIRET 

PURPOSE is a review of present-day things and thoughts. 
It is highly tendencious, opiniated, idealistic and critical in 
several directions at the same time. 

It is produced entirely by writers who are bursting to say what 
they think, and neither coaxed nor paid to say what they don't. 

This Review is run "in the human interest." By this phrase 
the editors intend to convey that no interests-doctrinal, 
personal, national nor financial-are sacrosanct-a man's 
a Man for all that, and so is a woman. 

PURPOSE discusses literature, drama and art, as well as 
politics and science, in the light of their own Jiving intention, 
often with strange and surprising results. 

The greatest mind among its contributors once described 
PURPOSE as a "dim and well-intentioned effort" to disclose 
the "humanness in all things human." If 'dim,' this is due to 
the vast area of life it seeks to illumine. If well-intentioned, 
it is only because so few nowadays seem to have any intentions 
at all. 

PURPOSE does believe that Humanness is a deeper reality 
than even Relativity or Psychology. After all it invented tlwn. 

Relativity and Psychology: these conceptions are revolution
izing the consciousness of out age. But Einstein's work, or 
Freud's, can just as well be used to disintegrate, as to build 
up Man's estate. 
This paper delights in new knowledge. It reverel?-ces ~he 
pioneet, and likes revolutionaries better than reacttonanes. 
But still its fixed "complex" and its "frame of reference" 

is the human 
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Metaphysics and 
Modern Research 

By I. C. ISBYAM 
With Introductory Essay The Quest of Spiritual Truth 

By LOUIS ZANGWILL 
15s. 

The author of this work seeks to resolve the perplexities that 
to-day confront the Metaphysical Physicist, and arrives at a 
philosophic scheme in harmony with Modern Physical Science. 

"Mr. Isbyam is ... an adept at self-expression, for he gives us 
literature instead of mere prose. His book is for the most part a 
series of duologues between 'One' and ~I' , , , they speak very 
clearly and elegantly. Moreover, 'I' and 'One' really can argue. 
The discussion is interesting as well as important. Mr. Zangwill's 
elaborate introduction is intended to supply enough of the history 
of philosophy ... to equip the general reader for embarking with 
some understanding upon a lively voyage with Mr. Isbyam."
Journal of Philosophical Studies. 

"Metaphysics ana M otlern Research, by I. C. Isbyam, is the 
work of an intellectual giant, whatever may be the ultimate view 
as to the soundness of the fundamental idea on which it is based .... 
The things of the spirit are described as ego and ego-entities which 
in the view of the author are the only realities. What we know of 
anything outside ourselves, Mr. Isbyam states, is not actualities, 
but mental impressions within ourselves conveyed by the sens"':" 
the eye, the ear, the touch, etc., and the actualities may be qmte 
different from our conception of them . , , . Among these entities are 
physical forces, truth, beauty, love, and the various emotions and 
phases of thought which cannot be identified in figures of speech 
or language; and these entities which may appear in one individual 
consciousness at one time may appear in another also when the 
antecedents are favourable to their appearance .. , The author 
shows how we become the entities we contemplate, and how the 
various entities strive for entry into consciousness."-The Weekly 
Scotsman. 
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