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INTRODUCTION TO THE TORCHBOOK EDITION

by Jose Ferrater Mora

Jose Ortega y Gasset, more than anyone else, was responsible for

launching, in 1917, what during the twenties and early thirties

became one of Europe's finest newspapers: El Sol, of Madrid. Fol-

lowing Ortega's injunctions, its editors and contributors were intent

on turning Spain into a full-fledged member of the European cultural

community. One of the consequences of the policy which they

adopted was a sharp antipathy toward bull-fighting. The paper did

not have a section on bull-fights. Furthermore, its editors staunchly

refused advertising which was connected, however remotely, with

the fiesta. Only when a matador or a picador was injured, or killed,

would the paper print in a corner of one of its last pages an incon-

spicuous news item under the heading: "The so-called national

pastime."

Paradoxically enough, Ortega was an aficionado. To the dismay

of not a few of his friends and colleagues, he was often seen watching

the performances of Spanish toreros. He became a close friend of

some of them. He frankly loathed spinsters who showed more concern

for the misery of the bulls than the agonies of the bull-fighters. He
impatiently denounced as sheer hypocrites those who campaigned

against bull-fighting while lending an eager ear to reports of sadistic

crimes. If all this were not enough, he toyed with the project of

writing a book, tentatively entitled Paquiro o de las corridas de

toros (Paquiro or About Bull-Fighting) , which would show the mean-

ing and depth of the "dramatic relationship which has existed for

more than two thousand years between the Spaniard and the bull."

If we take into account that campaigning against bull-fighting had

been in Spain one of the trademarks of the so-called "Europeanizers,"

it would seem that Ortega, the "Europeanizer" par excellence, was

in this respect a far more radical "de-Europeanizer" and "African-

izer" than Unamuno, who had bluntly opposed Spain to Europe, but

who apparently had never watched a corrida and who never wrote

on, and never talked about, bulls and bull-fighters except to express

a profound distaste for the whole subject.

I am unable to judge to what extent Ortega was completely sincere,
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and still less whether he was right, in his defence of the seriousness

and profound meaning of bull fighting. I belong to that section of

the Spanish people—more sizeable than most non-Spaniards realize

—that has never been concerned with bull-fighting and has never

bothered to find out what it is all about. My lack of interest, not

to say of competence, in the question is not an effect of partisanship;

only of utter indifference. To me and to the vast majority of my
Spanish friends bull-fighting is neither good nor bad; it is practically

non-existent. But I think that I can understand why Ortega parted

company with the writers of his generation on this issue; it is because

his intellectual attitude was, in a way, that of a philosophical bull-

fighter. He thought of himself as a thoughtful torero looking awry

and tense at the oncoming bull.

Some of the most characteristic of Plato's metaphors are related to

the art of hunting. To pursue a truth, Plato surmised, is like giving

chase to a wild beast. The philosopher may be compared to a hunter

who follows a trace, a scent, a track. Ortega, on the other hand,

was fond of using metaphors drawn from bull-fighting. The best way

to tackle a problem, he often contended, is to "catch it by the horn."

And problems—real problems, that is—are like bulls: roaring, power-

ful, and terrifying. Thinkers must be skilful in addition to being

thoroughly trained in the rules of the game. They must kill the

problems—try to solve them—but also hold them in respect, namely,

let the problems be what they are, and not coat them with large

doses of optimism or "utopianism." Also, thinkers learn from their

predecessors the art of tackling problems in much the way that

bull-fighters learn from their seniors the art of fighting bulls. Both

thinkers and bull-fighters are indebted to tradition while doing their

best to overcome tradition. For when "the hour of truth" strikes, a

thinker has to remain alone with his problem, as a bull-fighter stands

alone in the ring facing the bull. Nobody can help a thinker at that

fateful moment; the circumstances surrounding him are his own
entirely. He has to commit himself to his problem in complete

solitude, as if he had been thrown into a world where he would be

the sole actor, all other men, thinkers or not, being mere spectators

waiting for him to emerge as a victor—or to fall as a victim—in a

decisive intellectual contest.

Ortega's attitude as an "intellectual torero" may be viewed either

in a unfavorable or in a favorable light.

Those who take the former stand argue that as soon as a philos-

opher writes or speaks as if he were alone in the center of a ring,

he tends to become overconscious of his intellectual performance.
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He is likely to focus more attention upon how to say a thing than

upon actually saying it. Ortega, these critics complain, took his

audience too much into account. To be sure, he never bowed before

it. In fact, he often expressed his contempt for his would-be readers

and listeners by claiming that the best of them frequently misunder-

stood him—if not his words, at least his intentions—and that the

worst of them failed to understand him at all. How then can it be

maintained that Ortega was excessively influenced by the fleeting

reactions of his public? Only by realizing, these critics answer, that

a "performer's" low opinion of the qualifications of the public to

judge him is a subtle but no less blameworthy way of being haunted

by the public. Perhaps the public is not flattered, but then it is

tamed—something that is usually done by putting on a show which

sacrifices solid and sound performance to mere effect. The proof

that such was the case with Ortega, these critics conclude, is obvious

in the fact that while he looked at the public so haughtily and con-

temptuously, in his heart of hearts he was awaiting from it a roaring

ovation: a thunderous "Ole!"

This unfavorable light on Ortega's intentions and intellectual

achievements is at times a consequence of resentment; it often hap-

pens that those who cannot do, blame. But in most instances it is a

result of a basic misunderstanding of Ortega's aims as a philosopher.

At first glance these critics appear to talk sense; there is much in

the life and in the work of our author that suggests the image of a

brilliant juggler of ideas. But a closer examination of the pattern

underlying Ortega's style of thought reveals another, and quite

different image.

This underlying pattern is, in fact, a complex tissue of relations

between the author's temperament and the intellectual and social

milieu in which this temperament developed, between his intellectual

training and the cultural conditions in Spain when he started his

career as a philosophical writer, and above all between what

he wanted to do as an intellectual and what it was possible

for him to do with some chances of success. I cannot discuss all these

relations in a few pages. But I wish to call attention to a significant

fact.

The fact is that it did not take Ortega much time to make a

forcible entrance onto the Spanish intellectual scene. From the mo-

ment when, just in his early twenties, he began to write and speak

publicly, he caught the eye of many of his countrymen. There is no

wonder in that: he was saying in Spanish, and in a completely

Spanish manner, things that Spaniards were not used to hearing
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at that time. His thinking was—and always remained—European

through and through, but he was not just importing ideas from

Europe and clothing them in a Spanish idiom. He was doing some-

thing truly astonishing in Spain at the beginning of the twentieth

century—producing ideas that, while they were authentically Spanish,

sounded also entirely European. Quite naturally, he raised expecta-

tions—duly fulfilled in the course of time—that he would become

something that Spaniards had long since ceased to dream of: an

"exporter" of ideas. Instead of "translating" into Spanish from a

foreign tongue, or of confining himself to saying in Spanish things

exclusively meant for Spaniards, Ortega was that rare phenomenon

in Spain around 1910: someone who could say in Spanish things that

non-Spaniards might hail as important or challenging.

As a consequence, Ortega found himself placed in "the center of

the ring." Friends and enemies alike grew into the habit of waiting

for what "the philosopher" would say or write, and there was obvious

disappointment when he refused to air his views. If Ortega had

been only a philosopher he might not have needed to worry about

causing any such disappointments. He might have confined himself

to fulfilling the task that Santayana assigned to philosophers: to

"watch stars that move slowly." But Ortega was far from being

"only a philosopher." At any rate, he was not a philosopher in the

conventional sense of this word, namely, an absent-minded academic

who might also be a citizen of his country, a lover, a concert-goer,

or a pulp magazine reader. For him, being a philosopher included

being a Spaniard, a political thinker, a writer, and, of course, a

modern man. Furthermore, even if Ortega had wished to be a philos-

opher independently of anything else, he could not have limited

himself to abstruse philosophizing. It was all right for Edmund
Husserl to do practically nothing but philosophy in Gottingen or

in Freiburg. But it was impossible—or rather, as Ortega put it,

"indecent"—to act as a purely technical philosopher in Madrid in

1910, 1923, or even 1931. Ortega was expected to say something, "to

say his word," on topics which philosophers as philosophers usually

evade or treat only perfunctorily. He was expected to say something

about love, women, Spain, the poetry of Anne de Noailles, the

Roman Empire, the "population explosion," the theory of relativity,

and what not. He was expected above all to say his word on political

and social issues in contemporary Spain. Although uncommitted (or

perhaps because uncommitted) to any political group, he was seen

as an incomparable political "enlightener." He was likely to treat

such issues more deeply than any of the professional political com-
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mentators, and more specifically than any of the traditional philos-

ophers of history. And since political and social issues in one

country can be fruitfully explored only when they are placed within

the context of the historical situation of the world at large, Ortega

was expected to say something—indeed, a great deal—about this

larger situation and the consequences thereof.

If Ortega had only been "expected to say" his word on so many
issues, there would be no reason why he should not have decided

to keep silent on most of them. But he was expected to say his word

only because his readers and his listeners understood the man even

before they had understood, or for that matter heard of, his philos-

ophy. They saw in Ortega a thinker who had a definite vocation

(what he later described as "the vocation for clarity") . I do not

know whether they also saw in him one who would eventually assert

that men live authentically only in so far as they loyally accept their

circumstances, but they treated him as if he were going to assert

something like this. At any rate, it was a happy coincidence that

Ortega was expected "to say his word," because saying his word,

and saying it clearly was indeed his real vocation. And this activity

had to be performed in view of the circumstances surrounding him

and his fellow-citizens. Ortega recognized this fact and made it a

milestone of his philosophy. As early as 1914 he wrote that men
must live in awareness of their circumstances and must struggle to

"save" these circumstances; which, from a philosopher's point of

view, means: "give an account of them." Now, Ortega's own cir-

cumstances can be summarized as follows: he was a Spaniard

earnestly concerned with the past, the present, and the future of his

country; he was a man who felt at home in Europe (particularly in

Germany) ; he was a modern man deeply involved in the problems

of contemporary civilization; he was endowed with an unusual power

for thinking clearly and writing brilliantly. He could not do away

with any of these "circumstances"; rather, he felt that he had to

make the most of them. He believed that it was his task to clarify

the problems that these circumstances raised and certainly not as

an innocent pastime in which one may occasionally indulge, but as

a full-time job. If we are ready then to understand Ortega's inten-

tions, and the reasons supporting them, we will no longer deplore

the fact that his philosophy was not expressed like Husserl's or

Rudolf Carnap's. We will not consider it too alarming that Ortega

had a brilliant style. For one thing, a brilliant style is a most

refreshing thing nowadays, when some philosophers have come to

believe that it is their duty to be as dull as ditch-water. We will
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understand, in short, that acting as if he were an "intellectual

torero" was for Ortega less a display of arrogance than a consequence

of a thoughtful purpose conditioned by the cultural circumstances

of his life.

It may still be claimed that Ortega yielded too readily to the

intellectual incitements of the moment, and that it would have been

wiser for him to stop talking about love and politics (not to say

bull-fighting) and devote all of his time to "straight philosophical

investigation." Yet, three facts must be considered before making

hasty pronouncements on this issue. First, that the many themes which

Ortega touched upon he always discussed in an undeniably philo-

sophical vein. Second, that there has been far more "straight phil-

osophical investigation" in Ortega than most of his readers have

suspected. Third, and particularly important here, that although he

treated a great variety of subjects, one of these crops out constantly

in his works and never drops out completely: the subject "man and

history."

Ortega's obvious preference for this subject is grounded on his idea

of man as a reality fundamentally historical. But for Ortega history,

as well as human life, is not a shapeless succession of events: it is a

"system." Ortega's analyses of history are, therefore, philosophical

through and through. They are so to such a degree that some readers

feared that he might yield to the common temptation among philos-

ophers of considering history at large as a superstructure of the his-

tory of philosophy. Fortunately, such fears proved groundless. If

Ortega's strong sense for historical realities—so forcefully expressed in

the essay, herewith included, "The Sunset of Revolution"—had not

been enough to prevent him from becoming a mere "historian of

ideas" under the guise of a philosophical historian, his metaphysical

convictions would have come to the rescue. For Ortega emphasized

the historical character of philosophy itself. Philosophy is, he thought,

born at a certain date, within certain historical circumstances, and

may eventually vanish without history necessarily coming to an end.

This does not mean that he considered philosophy as history. To
assert that philosophy is a historical event is not yet to say that

philosophical truth is relative to historical conditions. The relative

and the absolute interact and play a fascinating and subtle "dialec-

tical game."

A confirmation of Ortega's equal opposition to the relativism of

pure "historicists" and to the absolutism of pure "rationalists'" can

be found in The Modern Theme. Ortega here expressed certain" of
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his philosophical views with exemplary lucidity. Doctrines such as

that of the idea of generation and its function in human history, of

the type of relations to be established between cultural values and

vital spontaneity, and of the metaphysics and theory of knowledge

that he often called "perspectivism" can be found in not a few of

Ortega's books and essays, where they are sometimes developed in a

more convincing manner than in The Modern Theme. But only in

this book are these conceptions woven together to serve as guide-posts

for an understanding of the whole modern period. The Modern
Theme is in many senses a book typically Ortegean: swarming with

insights into the condition of man in his historical environment, of

interpretations of the past, and anticipations of the future. Enthusi-

asm is tempered here by disillusion, and in this respect the book

reflects not only a substantial portion of Ortega's intellectual experi-

ence, but also the conditions of the times when it was composed. It

is not one of Ortega's most profound philosophical works—as it hap-

pens, he wrote his most permanent contributions to philosophy

during the last ten years of his life, and only now are they being

published as a series of posthumous works. But The Modern Theme
contains many seeds that developed later and that found their proper

place within a carefullly worked out "metaphysics of human life"

(the expression that best summarizes Ortega's pervasive philosophical

theme)

.

Many philosophers are not reliable expositors of their own
thought; critics and teachers must mediate between them and those

who try to understand what the philosopher intended to say. Some
philosophers, on the other hand, are their own best expositors. This

must not be construed as a reflection on the merits or defects of

philosophers; both groups include major philosophers as well as

minor ones. Ortega was a philosopher who could present his thoughts

better than anyone else. It is still possible, not to say desirable, to

talk about Ortega's philosophy: summarize, scrutinize, and criticize it.

But it is difficult to present it to a reader, and in particular to the

"cultivated general reader," in a better garb than the one the author

himself gave it. At any rate, it would be a waste of time to offer here

an exposition of The Modern Theme; the reader may rest assured

that he has at hand the best one available. But I wish to caution

against considering the present book as a complete and sufficient

account of Ortega's philosophical thought. The true meaning of

some of the crucial concepts developed in The Modern Theme can

be fathomed only by fitting them together with others handled by the

author, and also with the very same concepts as he worked them
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out later. On various occasions Ortega emphasized a certain doctrine

in order to reveal the vacuity of the doctrine opposing it. In The

Modern Theme, for example, there is a spirited defence of "vital

values" that may induce some candid readers to conclude that

Ortega entirely subscribed not only to "vitalism," but even to some

sort of crude "biologism." This proves not to be so as soon as we take

into account Ortega's further qualifications of his "vitalistic" doc-

trine. Other examples might be cited, but the one above will, I hope,

suffice to forestall hasty conclusions as to Ortega's "definitive" philo-

sophical orientations. If these precautions are kept in mind, the

present book may rightly be regarded as a very adequate introduc-

tion to Ortega's ideas and style of thinking. At any rate, it is char-

acteristic of Ortega's in being a fascinating and delightfully readable

piece of prose.

Bryn Mawr College

Bryn Mawr, Pennsylvania

January, 1961



PREFACE

THE 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 itselfby a member ofmy audience, my esteemed

friend Don Fernando Vela.

This discourse is now to be submitted 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 might be less easily assimilable 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.





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 present. 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 the 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 from

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

myjudgment, and if I may say so without at the moment
having any intention ofgoing 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 ofhistory

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 of its 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 ofisolating 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 of less 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 inheritance, ignoring the internal

promptings ofspontaneity? 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
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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 clinic. One ofthe 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

IF
the essence of each generation is a particular type

of sensibility, an organic capacity for certain deeply-

rooted directions ofthought, 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 Western

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 ofrecognition been possible?

When, during a conversation on politics with some

"advanced," "radical" or "progressive" contemporary

—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 our 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 1890.

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

ofour 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 ofcourse 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-

dictable 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 ofwhich 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

ofhaphazard 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 Caesar. But what Caesar, 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 Caesar;

but he could have prophesied that the first century

before Christ would be a "Caesarean" age. By one name
or another "Caesarism" 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 ofwhat 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.
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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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tional 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, ofmy 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? Ifwe

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 itselfand invariable, to the society ofhuman

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

28
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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

mind 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 means 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 ofhuman life; ifwe 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 effected 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 ofmy 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 thought or 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 knowing 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 admit 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
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first manifestations of a new spiritual state which, a

century later, came to overspread all the forms ofhuman
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

discovered a definitive social order arrived at deductively

by means of reason. It is a schematically perfect constitu-

te 1 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, incapable 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 ofMan 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 1 790 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 of Revolution)

.



CHAPTER IV

CULTURE AND LIFE

WE have seen that the problem of truth divided

the men of the generations anterior to our 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

had 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, in 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 Me/tali, which means, "I have already fought my
battles."

36
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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 actual

human energies. Let us therefore take it up at this

point and try to examine 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 consider as vital phenomena those which do

not possess corporeal character he admits, 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 ofjudgment 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 truthful 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 and 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 aesthetic 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 phenomenon 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,

aesthetic 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

Simmel, 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 itself. 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 ofjustice 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 modern 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, the 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 does.
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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

THE 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 oftwo 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 of logical law.

Similarly, aesthetic feeling is in one direction subjective

enjoyment, in the other beauty. The beauty ofa 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 intuition. 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, aesthetic 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 rationalism 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 IMPERATIVES

Thought "?j

Will a

Sentiment O

Truth ^ fSincerity

Goodness {§ -j Emotional Drive

Beauty *

y
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
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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 Europeans,

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 of 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 to 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 limits 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

HUMAN 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 ofthe 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 itself. 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 1789 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

outlines 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 ofintelligence, 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 1 700, 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 1 700 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 ofabstract intelligence is not, when compared

with spontaneity, a further type of life which is self-

supporting and can dispense with the first. It is' only 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 ofthe 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 more 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 ofsuch 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 consider 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 infalliblejudgment seat ofDionysus,"

declared Nietzsche, prophetically, inoneof his early works.
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Such is the irreverent irony ofDon 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 manner

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.

60
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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

ofan 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 aesthetic qualities. The
assessive faculty, which makes us "see" values, is there-

fore completely distinct from sensuous or intellectual

perspicacity. And there are men ofgenius 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 aesthetic 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. Injustice, 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 call "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 ofarithmetical 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 habitually 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 summary one, at the different valuations that have
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been made of life. It will be sufficient 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-tanha. 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 of its 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.]

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, "He 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 Arhat, the highest grade, only attainable by the monk,
and in which the extinction of nirvana is fully achieved. See Pischel,

Leben und Lehre des Buddha, pp. 87-88 (1921).

f 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 ofview, 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.
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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

something outside its own limits. Not in itsown nature, but

*Habes apostolum dicentem radicem omnium malorum ease cupiditas.

(Saint Augustine.)
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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

ofmisfortune 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 "minutio."

Well, Christianity was the integrating "minutio" 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

modern 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 ofjustice 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 modern 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 historical

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 1900 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: where 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 ifinstead 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"

orjustification, 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 itself. 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

7*
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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 perpetual emigration of the vital Ego in the

direction of the Not-self.

This transitive character of vitality has not been

neglected by the philosophers who have investigated the

value of life. Observing that people 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 ofperceiving 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 ofone 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



74 THE MODERN THEME

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 ofthe horse. Even ifwe 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 form 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 of Napoleon, 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 highest 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 antique world

was less affected by trans-vital values, religious or

cultural, than life as inaugurated by Christianity and its

modern 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 impiessive 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 ofEuropean 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 of ideal

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 venerate and adore, have been created in

the environment of our individuality by our actual

organic potency and constitute a kind of biological

78
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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 turn 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

all, a proportionate variation in the perspeciive 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 all directions; his steps, too, will be

vacillating, 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 ofwhich 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 filled the recesses

of his soul.

During the period covering the end of the nineteenth

century and the beginning 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

hieratically 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 all 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 guh

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 ofour existence passes. But art is incapable
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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 I long ago called the sense of life as a sport

and as a festivity. Cultural progressivity, which has been

the religion 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 ofsport is always of the finest.

It cannot be subjected to the single standard of weight

and measurement that regulates the ordinary remunera-

tion ofwork. 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 1900; 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 of lofty 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 1 789. (Translator'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 idea 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

TO 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 ofculture remain intact; all

that is denied is their exclusive character. For centuries

we have gone 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. Modern 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 ofrelativity 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 ofboth 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 perfectly

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 ofview 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

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

ofview. 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 ofAthens

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

minds of the two persons concerned.

Every life is a point ofview 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

f give place to avitaltype 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 1913 onwards I have been expounding, in my
university lectures, this doctrine of "perspectivity," which is briefly

and arbitrarily formulated in El Espectador, I (1916). For the im-
pressive confirmation of this theory in the work of Einstein see

page 135-
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what is the essence of these states ofmind? 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 of it 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

dispensewith our own uneasyand 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 formulae 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 peculiar 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 ofknowledge.

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 ofview in the chain.

By setting everyone's fragmentary visions side-by-side it
j

would be possible to achieve a complete panorama of

absolute and universally valid truth. Now, this sum of I

individual perspectives, this knowledge ofwhat 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 ofevery point ofview, 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

firmly 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.
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THE SUNSET OF REVOLUTION

"The Sabbath was made for man, not man for the

Sabbath."—S. Mark ii, 27.

FOR the purpose ofdefining 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 living 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. At 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 myselfand 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 possible 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 1750 and 1900, which Auguste Comte had

already, by 1830, 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 oftrue 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 ofwhich we have sufficient knowledge

—

the Greek, Roman 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 affliction rife in the

lower 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 rigime 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 possess

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 are now concerned. Ifwe were dealing with a phenomenon
ofsmaller 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 others

when the distance is shorter, and vise versa. Thought proceeds under
the guidance of a law of perspective corresponding to that operative

in vision.
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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 alcheringa, three men, who were once kangaroos,

were changed into the stones in question. This

explanation satisfies his mind precisely because it is not

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. As 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 existence, 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 ofGreek 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 ofpsychic

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 them 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 of its 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 law, 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 ofjurisprudence 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 living 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 ofour 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,

to 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 "I." 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—I hardly care to call it thought—consists 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 grounds, only, of its own indepen-

dent content. Such a thought, not proceeding out of

immemorial communistic life, not to be referred 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

perfections. 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 itselfobliged 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 ofmarvellous.

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

all, 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 everything 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 the 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, Jiuctuans fides sensuum,

as Descartes, the father of modern rationalism, used to

say, or upon the sentimentally 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, Galileo 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 intellectual point of view

nothing more estimable can be imagined. It should be

noted that the qualities I have enunciated are specifically

intellectual; they might be called 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 intellectual 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

reshuffling 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 themselves 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 modern

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

ofjurisprudence 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 themselves on the possession of an even narrower,
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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

ofthe peasantry, the towns were morejealous 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, f 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 Pirenne: Les Anciennes Democraties des 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 practical democrat would
suspect,
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When the feudal lords, in their hunting expeditions,

gallop 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 ofconcepts

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 anxiety 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

that of perfecting it as an idea, however much 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 mission 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 admit 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 goes on until the social

conscience begins to suspect that the ill-success of these

attempts is not due to the intrigues of their enemies, 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 of life. The revolutionary era ends

very simply, without phrases or gestures, in reabsorption
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by a new sensibility. To the political philosophy of ideas

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 any 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 ofhuman
preoccupations. 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 ever 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

movements 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 ofidealism

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 1 500 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 ofwhich

we have any fairly definite knowledge. After 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 ofthe rhythm ofthe 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 ofrevolutionary 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 ofGreece 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-Roman 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 modern

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 foundations of the medieval political constitution

are destroyed. The dominion of the nobles is no longer

an adequate expression of the prevailing circumstances;

the interests of the governing and governed classes no

longer coincide. The antique pattern of life, of law 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 of the West.
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everyone becomes aware oftheir 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 ofan 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 e'tat. 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 ofmodern nations on the eve ofthe revolutionary

* Eduard Meyer, Geschichte des Altertums, 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

—

I 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 of hoplites, 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 Wilamowitz-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 'just.' The
people have appropriated them by the act of pledging

their obedience; but it is a legislator who has really made

them. In order that the people might be induced to
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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 ofconclusions 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. After

this date the most casual glance reveals the workings of

the geometric mind, philosophic radicalism and "pure

reason."

* The resemblance is so close that Cleisthenes, too, introduces
the decimal system into his constitution.

U. von WUamowitz-Moellendorff, Staat und Gesellschaft der Griechen,
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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 ofrevolution. 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 ofRome is exactly

* I should like to be allowed to give the term "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 not essential to the digestive function. 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 ofmental 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 150 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.


