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About this Book

“Ananda K. Coomaraswamy is in the very first rank of exceptional men,
such as René Guénon and Frithjof Schuon, who in our ‘dark age’ have per-
mitted us to rediscover the great truths of sacred Tradition, to relearn what
a civilization, a society, and a world are that conform to this Tradition ...
The masterful work of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy is one of the most suit-
able to enlighten the minds and hearts of ‘men of good will.””

—Jean Hani, author

“This anthology is comprised of essays on a variety of subjects, from art and
literature through philosophy to myth, religion and metaphysics, setting
forth, not simply the informed opinions of its author, but indeed the time-
less and inspired wisdom of mankind. Given the immensity of Ananda K.
Coomaraswamy’s literary output, the present compilation constitutes a
welcome and much-needed contribution to the perennialist literature.”

—Wolfgang Swmith, scientist and mathematician, author of
Cosmos and Transcendence: Breaking Through the Barrier of Scientistic
Belief

“This book is important to anyone who intends to grasp the roots of cul-
ture both in the East and in the West and how they inter-relate in their
intellectually vital aspects. Exemplary and flawless use of language makes
this book an inspiring evaluation and contemplation of the meaning of
culture in both its Oriental and Western manifestations.”

—Frederick Franck, artist and author of The Zen of Seeing and
Messenger of the Heart: The Book of Angelus Silesius

“Coomaraswamy’s work is as important as that of Joseph Campbell or Carl
Jung, and deserving of the same attention. The Essential Ananda K
Coomaraswamy is a good way to approach his extensive writings that explore
in depth and in detail the essence of culture and spirituality both East and
West, both ancient and modern.”

—David Frawley, author of Yoga and Ayurveda and From the River
of Heaven: Hindu and Vedic Knowledge for the Modern Age



“Like St. Augustine, Ananda K. Coomaraswamy wrote in order to perfect
his own understanding. He sought to know the whatness and principial
roots of things, above all of himself. In doing so, he collaterally provided
access to a fundamental intellectual itinerary which unfailingly beckons all
who recognize in themselves an intrinsic regard for Truth. This itinerary is
eloquently epitomized in the twenty essays of this book, essays as delight-
ful as they are perennial.”

—Ablin Moorve, Iw., co-editor of Selected Letlers of Ananda
Coomaraswamy

“After having read Ananda K. Coomaraswamy, the distinction between
Oriental and Occidental thought hardly has any more meaning. He is a
tireless ‘ferryman’ between one and the other side of the same transcen-
dent [reality].”

—Jean Canteins, author

“The pioneering and interdisciplinary essays of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy
on medieval Christian and Oriental art have shed so much light on reli-
gious symbolism and iconography, and given such profound metaphysical
insight into the study of aesthetics and traditional folklore, that if contem-
porary art history does not take [his] challenges and contributions into
account, it will inevitably fall prey to ideological reductionisms and
degrade the ancient and perennial language of art forms into a mere
archaic system of lifeless symbols with [no] meaning.”

—Ramon Mujica Pinilla, art historian, Universidad Mayor de
San Marcos, Lima, Peru

“Coomaraswamy’s essays [give] us a view of his scholarship and brilliant
insight.”
—Joseph Campbell, author of The Hero with a Thousand Faces
and The Masks of God

“In Coomaraswamy ... all the religious traditions of the world meet.”

—Jean Borella, author of The Secret of the Christian Way and The
Sense of the Supernatural
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Foreword

The name of Ananda K. Coomaraswamy has become synony-
mous with an entire approach to art and of the civilization of which
it is an expression. Coomaraswamy’s genius lay not only in present-
ing it to the modern Western world but also in demonstrating that
this civilizational art and artistic civilization was contrapuntal and
not necessarily antithetical to the modern West, as ears less gifted
than his to hearing celestial harmonies might have proposed. His
multi-splendored genius expressed itself in over a thousand pub-
lished items. One might say that Coomaraswamy wrote more than
many people read in the course of one life.

The publication of his seminal contributions in the form of the
compendium of his essential writings that you hold in your hands is
therefore to be greatly welcomed. It conveys to us the flavor of his
thought, as water collected in a small shell on the shore conveys the
flavor of the entire ocean. Of course it cannot convey a sense of the
ocean’s magnitude, but it earns our gratitude in conveying a sense
of its taste; of how the divine dialectic of the transformation of reli-
gion into art and art into religion might hold the key to the rejuve-
nation of both life and art in the modern world.

Our contemporary world is trying to rejuvenate itself not
through God but through religion, thereby creating for itself the
problem of fundamentalism, an outcome which would not have sur-
prised Coomaraswamy, who insisted that the modern world must
rejuvenate itself through God rather than religion, and bring its
wasteland to life by irrigating it with the waters of Tradition. This
Tradition offers perennial answers to contemporary questions
whereas modernity has only been able, if at all, to offer contempo-
rary (and fugitive) answers to perennial questions. It is not merely
an accident then that while that great work of the Enlightenment,
Voltaire’s Candide, ends with Dr. Pangloss cultivating his garden liv-
ing in the best of all possible worlds, Coomaraswamy, when he
sensed that his life was about to run its course, chose to leave his
body in the manner of a Hindu renunciate, also in a garden, sym-
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bolizing the fact that he brought to us from all possible worlds the
spiritual fragrance of humanity, fresh from the exquisite gardens of
its various religions. And they are various. For none of the great
expositors of the perennial philosophy—not Coomaraswamy in any
case—made the mistake, to which some are prone, of imagining
that just because all the religions say more or less the same thing
that they are therefore all the same. Thus Coomaraswamy has right-
ly been hailed as a bridge-builder at a time when the West was act-
ing like a steamroller in the rest of the world.

All the reader need do to verify what I have said, lest he or she
be inclined to consider the thoughts and emotions I have just
shared as too encomiastic or enthusiastic, is to read this book.

Arvind Sharma
McGill University

X1



Introduction

Some years ago when giving a talk at the University of Hawaii, I
was approached by a young man who had wished to do his Ph.D the-
sis on Ananda Coomaraswamy.! His request was denied because, as
his advisor said, “Coomaraswamy never said anything original!” I
think my father would have been delighted, for if there is anything
characteristic of his work, it is the absence of self-indulgence or
originality. This of course does not mean that he lacked the con-
summate skill of an artist in re-stating what had been said from all
times, for to quote him, “the beauty of a well turned phrase is the
splendor veritatis.”

How is it possible to situate a person who was a recognized schol-
ar in many areas, whose total literary output numbered well over
1000 items, the value of which has not diminished with time?? He
once said that he wrote to clarify his own thoughts and that if his
efforts helped others, he was delighted. He also considered his
scholarship and literary output as the fulfillment of his dharma and
a karma-yoga—the way of works by which one perfects one’s soul—
for him the Benedictine principle that laborare est orare truly applied.
How can we best situate this individual? There are several ways to
consider this.

Perhaps most importantly he is a spokesperson for what has been
called the Traditional view of life, or for the Philosophia Perennis
(Sanatana Dharma in Hindu terms). He is one of several which the
present age has brought forth. He is often linked with René Guénon,
and Frithjof Schuon, though the names of several others might well
be included. Attempts are sometimes made to determine which of
them influenced the other—a futile endeavor—for each of them
elucidated a slightly different aspect of the truth which is far too

1. Referred to as AKC for reasons of brevity.

2. A definitive Bibliography, itself the product of some twenty years of work by
James Crouch, has recently been published by the Indira Gandhi National Center
for the Arts (IGNCA), New Delhi, India.
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“many splendored” for any single individual to encompass it totally.
Thus it is that in many ways they complement each other.

It is of some value to consider his life. This is difficult to do as
he was extremely reticent about personal matters. Indeed, he felt
that autobiography in general was aswarga, or against the very prin-
ciples that he had made his own and was expounding. At the same
time his life was a pilgrimage and a constant growth towards the
center and in its course traversed many and varied bypasses with
which many of us are familiar. It is therefore of some value to review
what little is known.

The family, Tamil in origin, must have originally come from the
Indian subcontinent as connections were maintained with a temple
in Allahabad. They, however, for several generations were estab-
lished in Jafna, the northern part of Ceylon, and with the advent of
British control, became increasingly prominent on the political
scene. They belonged to the Velella caste which has been called the
“fifth” caste, and is best situated as being between Brahmins and
Kshatriyas. His father, Sir Mutu, who was the first Hindu to be called
to the English bar, was actually a member of the British parliament.
He was a close friend of Disraeli and is probably the “Indian gen-
tleman” described in Disraeli’s book Coningsby. He married Lady
Elizabeth Bibi, one of the ladies in waiting on Queen Victoria and
returned to Ceylon where AKC was born. Unfortunately Sir Mutu
died shortly thereafter of Bright’s Disease, or what is now referred
to as renal failure due to glomerulonephritis. Lady Bibi then
returned to England with the three-year-old child, who as soon as he
was of age was sent to Wycliffe College, a private boarding school at
Shroud (Stonehouse), Gloucestershire. As was common in the
England of that period, there was very little parental influence,
which was perhaps a blessing in disguise as his mother became
involved in the fashionable spiritualistic practices of the day.

Wycliffe was in many ways a blessing. Not only did it inculcate a
knowledge of Latin, Greek and French, but it gave him the oppor-
tunity to explore other languages. He taught himself Icelandic and
the family has a copy of his translation of an Icelandic Saga which
at the age of 14 he sent to the professor of Icelandic at Oxford for
correction and received instead congratulations. Many years later
when a gentleman from Iceland visited, he was able to carry on an
evening’s conversation with him in his native tongue. This linguistic
ability remained with him throughout his life. I once asked him for

2
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a list of languages he knew which proved to be dauntingly large. I
subsequently saw him reading a Chinese text and pointed out to
him that he had not listed this as one of the languages he knew. His
response was that when he said he knew a language, he knew its
poetry, its music, and could read it without a dictionary. With
Chinese, he still needed to use a dictionary!

Wycliffe also provided another formative activity as there was a
large quarry behind the school which was famous for the variety
and quality of the fossils it contained. It is here that he developed
his interest in Geology, which in turn led to his studies in geology
and botany at London University. At the age of 22 he returned to
Sri Lanka (Ceylon) and at 25 was appointed director of the
Mineralogical Survey in Ceylon. His geological surveys of the island
are still in use, and these along with his discovery of the two miner-
als Serendibite and Thorianite—this latter being radioactive—led
to his association with Madame Curie and to his receiving his
Doctorate in Science from London University. The various geologi-
cal papers have recently been republished by IGNCA under the title
of Whitings in Geology and Mineralogy. His interest in these fields
remained with him throughout his life.

His scientific endeavors necessitated his travel throughout Sri
Lanka where the devastating effects of western education and the
withering blight of Occidental industrialism pained him greatly. He
not only became involved in social activities, but began an in-depth
study of the indigenous arts and crafts—a study in which his mar-
riage to Ethel Mairet (well known for her writings on weaving)
introduced him to the works of Ruskin and William Morris. The lat-
ter remained a strong influence on his life, not because of his social-
ist views, but because of his understanding of craftsmanship. This
eventually resulted in some of his early works such as Visvakarma
(Lord of the Arts in the Mahabharata), which was a collection of
examples of Indian architecture, sculpture, painting, and handi-
crafts, which he selected and published in conjunction with his life-
long friend, Eric Gill. These principles of craftsmanship bore fruit
in his Mediaeval Singhalese Art, which he personally illustrated and
hand printed on Kelmscott Press—the press that William Morris
had used. But this is to get somewhat ahead of our story.

In the course of his studies on the arts of India and Ceylon he
traveled extensively in India and for a time became politically
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involved in the independence movement. He was listed among the
400 and while he disengaged himself from such activities, our home
was on occasion visited by former revolutionary colleagues. For a
brief period he spent time in Madras and was acquainted with
Annie Besant but was never directly involved in the Theosophical
movement. Traveling more to the north he also spent time at
Shantiniketan with the Tagores who were attempting to revive
Indian painting and culture. He collected an enormous amount of
Indian art at a time when no one was particularly interested in such
material, and then offered it to the British government in India if
they would build a museum to house it. His offer was rejected and
so he brought it back to England in order to preserve it from
destruction.

His writings in the field of art reversed the negative opinion of
western critics about the value and nature of Indian art and it is in
this area that he is best known in India—indeed, he has been called
the “Father of Indian Art” and, as such, allowed Indians to become
proud of their heritage. This is rather unfortunate in so far as the
majority of Indians are completely unaware of his sociological and
exegetical writings both of which they are in dire need of absorbing.
While in northern India he received the yajnopavite or sacred
thread, which in essence affiliated him formerly into the Hindu tra-
dition.

He returned to England around 1914 and established his resi-
dence at Norman Chapel, a run down Norman ruin which he con-
verted into a home (and which subsequently became a national
monument) where he continued his studies and publishing. It was
here that he produced The Arts and Crafts of India and Ceylon,
Mediaeval Singhalese Art, as well as his book on Rajput Paintings. This
is but to touch upon some of the more significant publications. In
1917 he was asked to join the British Army and refused on the
grounds that India was not an independent nation. This led to his
being exiled from the British Commonwealth. Arrangements were
made for him to move to America and he was allowed to take his art
collection with him, which today fills the halls of many American
museums. Because of his expertise in the field of oriental art, he was
given the position of “Keeper of Indian and Mohammedan Art” at
the Boston Museum of Fine Arts, a position he held until his death
in 1947.
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This of course allowed him to continue both his studies and his
publishing. In 1918 he published a collection of essays under the
title of The Dance of Siva and thereafter followed innumerable texts
dealing with Indian Art including his monumental The History of
Indian and Indonesian Art. His life during the late 20s was compli-
cated by a series of personal and family problems as well as by the
loss of his personal fortune in the crash of 1929. At the same time
however, and perhaps not unrelated, he deepened his approach to
the arts and sought to penetrate their meaning and purpose, much
as he had done with regard to vocational craftsmanship in an earli-
er period. In doing so, he not only turned to the traditional eastern
authorities, but penetrated deeply into the Platonic and Christian
sources. We begin to see the production of what can be considered
his major work. In 1934 he published A New Approach to the Vedas
which was an essay in translation and exegesis, and shortly there-
after The Transformation of Nature in Art, The Darker Side of Dawn,
Angel and Titan, and the Rg Veda as Land-Nama Bok.

There is speculation as to whether some acute episode precipi-
tated the change of emphasis which can be detected in his work.
However, a closer familiarity with his literary output would indicate
that there is a continuity throughout, and a progressive deepening
of his understanding as he searched the Scriptures (his own phrase)
of all the orthodox traditions in order to penetrate the unanimity
of their teachings. This resulted in the production of his most sig-
nificant and lasting works such as The Christian and Oriental or True
Philosophy of Art, Why Exhibit Works of Art?, Am I My Brother’s Keeper,
Spiritual Authority and Temporal Power in the Indian Theory of
Government, Hinduism and Buddhism,® Time and Eternity,* Figures of
Speech or Figures of Thought, The Living Thoughts of Gotama the Buddha,
and the two volumes of Selected Papers published by Princeton
University Press. During this period of his life he also carried on an
extensive correspondence with scholars and friends throughout the
world, and many of these letters have been published in Selected
Letters (temporarily out of print), which serves as an excellent intro-
duction to his works.

3. Forthcoming, World Wisdom, 2005.
4. Forthcoming, World Wisdom, 2006.
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In 1947 he planned to retire from his position at the Boston
Museum of Fine Arts and return to India with the intention of com-
pleting a new translation of the Upanishads and taking Sanyass. These
plans were cut short by his death. His ashes were returned to both Sri
Lanka and India by his wife and shraddha ceremonies were performed
both in Benares and Ceylon, and again later by myself in Haridwar.

Such then is a brief outline of the life and work of AKC, a man
who spent his life in seeking out the eternal truths of almost every
sacred tradition and who willingly shared the product of his efforts
with the rest of us. In a day and age when the majority of people lack
the educational and linguistic background to approach these
sources directly, AKC provides us—regardless of which traditional
form God has called us to follow—with a well-spring of spiritual
teaching as well as the practical implementation of such teachings
on the social, political and personal level—what is essentially a
guide out of the morass of the modern world. One last caveat: AKC
was in no way interested in creating a religious esperanza. Rather,
he hoped that by himself drinking at the fons vitae, to point out the
way in which each and every one of us could come to know, love and
serve the truth.

Rama P. Coomaraswamy



Prologue

A Fateful Meeting of Minds:
A. K. Coomaraswamy and R. Guénon

by Marco Pallis

Memories of the great man whose centenary we are now wishing
to celebrate go back, for me, to the late 1920s, when I was studying
music under Arnold Dolmetsch whose championship of ancient
musical styles and methods in Western Europe followed lines which
Coomaraswamy, whom he had known personally, highly approved
of, as reflecting many of his own ideas in a particular field of art.
Central to Dolmetsch’s thinking was his radical rejection of the idea
of “progress,” as applied to the arts, at a time when the rest of the
musical profession took this for granted. The earlier forms of music
which had disappeared from the European scene together with the
instruments for which that music was composed must, so it was
argued, have been inferior or “primitive” as the saying went; speak-
ing in Darwinian terms their elimination was part of the process of
natural selection whereby what was more limited, and therefore by
comparison less satisfying to the modern mind, became outmoded
in favor of what had been rendered possible through the general
advance of mankind. All the historical and psychological contradic-
tions implied in such a world-view were readily bypassed by a socie-
ty thinking along these lines; inconvenient evidence was simply
brushed aside or else explained away by means of palpably tenden-
tious arguments. Such was the climate of opinion at the beginning
of the present century: if belief in the quasi-inevitable march of
progress is nowadays beginning to wear rather thin, this is largely
due to the results of two world-wars and to the threats of mass-
destruction which progress in the technological field has inevitably
brought with it. But even so, people are still reluctant to abandon
the utopian dreams on which world opinion had long been fed by
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politicians and the mass-media alike; the progressivist psychosis
needs a rather naive optimism for its complement, as has been
shown again and again. The warnings of a Coomaraswamy do not
fall gratefully on such ears.

While I myself was working with Arnold Dolmetsch,
Coomaraswamy’s name had occasionally cropped up in conversa-
tion, but at the time its mention struck no particular chord in my
consciousness. Awareness of what he really stood for came indirect-
ly, after one of my fellow-students had introduced me to the writings
of René Guénon, a French author who was then creating a stir
among the reading public of his own country by his frontal attack
on all basic assumptions and valuations on which the modern
Western civilization rested, including the belief in “progress”; these
ideas he contrasted with the traditional principles and values still
current in the East and especially in India. A French periodical to
which Guénon was a frequent contributor and to which, for that
reason, I hastened to subscribe, was found to contain a continual
stream of articles from Coomaraswamy’s pen which, as I soon per-
ceived, matched those of Guénon both on the critical side of things
and in their most telling exposition of metaphysical doctrine, in
which Gita and Upanishads, Plato and Meister Eckhart comple-
mented one another in a never ending synthesis. Such was the intel-
lectual food on which my eager mind was nourished during those
formative years; looking back now, it is difficult to imagine what
later life might have become but for these timely influences.

It can perhaps be said, however, that the seed thus sown did not
fall on ground altogether unprepared for its reception. Discovery of
Guénon and Coomaraswamy came to me less as a fresh illumination
than as an adequately documented and reasoned confirmation of
something I had believed ever since I was a small child, namely that
the West enjoyed no innate superiority versus the East, rather did
the balance of evidence lean, for me, the other way. I did not have
to go outside my family circle to discover this; my parents (both of
whom were Greek) had spent many happy years in India and the
tales they told me about their life out there coupled with the no less
telling evidence afforded by objects of Indian craftsmanship to be
found in our home had left my childish mind convinced that the
Indian ideal was the one for me. The colonialist claims and argu-
ments which my English teachers, when I went to school, wove into
the history lesson only drove me to exasperation; by the time I was
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ten purna svaraj for the Indians had become an article of faith,
though everybody around me said this could never happen. Given
this pre-existing tilt in my thinking and feeling, the reading of
Coomaraswamy and Guénon was just what I needed in order to
bring my ideas into focus by showing, apart from the particular case
of India, that there was an essential rightness attaching to a tradi-
tional mode of life, whether found in Europe, Asia or elsewhere, as
compared with the secularist, progressive, bigotedly “tolerant” lib-
eral society in which I had grown up. Occasional contributions to
Mahatma Gandhi’s funds marked my youthful enthusiasm for the
Indian cause; the danger that India herself might, under pressure
of events, get caught up in the secularist ideology after the depar-
ture of her former colonial masters did not at that time cloud the
horizon of my hopes to any serious extent.

To return to Guénon and Coomaraswamy: in terms of their
respective dialectical styles contrast between these two authors
could hardly have been greater; if they agreed about their main
conclusions, as indeed they did, one can yet describe them as tem-
peramentally poles apart. In the Frenchman, with his Latin scholas-
tic formation under Jesuit guidance, we meet a mind of
phenomenal lucidity of a type one can best describe as “mathemat-
ical” in its apparent detachment from anything savoring of aesthet-
ic and even moral justifications; his criteria of what was right and
what was inadmissible remained wholly intellectual ones needing
no considerations drawn from a different order of reality to re-
enforce them—their own self-evidence sufficed. Guénon was in fact
a mathematician of no small parts, as can be gathered from a brief
treatise he wrote on the Infinitesimal Calculus where the subject is
expressly related to transcendent principles; a science describable
as traditional will always take stock of this possibility, where a pro-
fanely conceived science will ignore it; all the tragedy of modern sci-
ence is bound up with this cause.

To a mind like Guénon’s abstract thinking comes all too easily;
it was to his great credit that he all along stressed the need, side by
side with a theoretical grasp of any given doctrine, for its concrete—
one can also say its ontological—realization failing which one can-
not properly speak of knowledge; for academic philosophizing
Guénon had nothing but contempt. His insistence on the essential
part to be played by an initiatic transmission, from guru to disciple,
took many people by surprise at the time when his first books
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appeared; such an idea, let alone its practical application, had long
fallen into abeyance in the Christian world, as Guénon observed, a
fact which made him doubt whether moksha in the Hindu sense was
any longer attainable for those following the Christian way; at best
something like krama mukti, so he thought, remained there as a pos-
sibility. With his mind largely conditioned by his own Catholic
upbringing, he failed to notice the existence of the Hesychast tra-
dition in the Orthodox Church where a teaching in many respects
reminiscent of the Eastern initiations is still to be found alive as a
shining exception in the Christian world; had Guénon become
aware of this fact in good time certain misconceptions on his part
affecting inherent possibilities of the Christian life would probably
have been avoided.

Apart from his amazing flair for expounding pure metaphysical
doctrine and his critical acuteness when dealing with the errors of
the modern world, Guénon displayed a remarkable insight into
things of a cosmological order; here one cannot fail to mention
what was perhaps the most brilliantly original among his books,
namely The Reign of Quantity. In this work a truth of capital impor-
tance was revealed, one which will have numerous practical appli-
cations over and above its general bearing: this is the fact that time
and space do not, as commonly believed, constitute a uniform con-
tinuum in neutral matrix of which events happen and bodies
become manifested. On the contrary, time-space itself constitutes a
field of qualitative differences, thus excluding, in principle and fact,
the reduction of anything whatsoever to a purely quantitative for-
mula. It will at once be apparent that, given the above awareness, all
the assumptions leading to an exclusively quantitative science of the
universe fall to the ground. Moreover this same awareness will be
found to coincide with the traditional concept of samsara, where
nothing is ever identical or repeatable as such. The concept of cos-
mic cycles of varying character and duration is likewise made clear-
er by Guénon’s penetrating insight into this subject.

Turning now to Coomaraswamy, we encounter a warm-hearted
soul expressing itself in firm yet gentle language, but also a mind as
implacable as that of Guénon when it comes to accurate discrimi-
nation between truth and falsehood. An intellectual genius well
describes this man in whose person East and West came together,
since his father belonged to an ancient Tamil family established in
Sri Lanka while his mother came of English aristocratic stock. An
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immensely retentive memory coupled with command of many lan-
guages both classical and current constituted the equipment of this
prince among scholars. In the matter of checking his references
Coomaraswamy was meticulously scrupulous where Guénon was the
reverse; the latter could jump to conclusions and then proceed to
argue from there, where the former would first have subjected his
material to every kind of crossreference prior to committing him-
self to a definitive opinion. One must also welcome, in
Coomaraswamy, a highly active aesthetic perceptiveness, itself a
source of illumination throughout his life, side by side with the
rational faculty; whereas in Guénon’s case one can speak of a quasi-
total absence of aesthetic criteria whether pertaining to human
craftsmanship or drawn from the realm of Nature; the written word
remained, for him, his almost exclusive source of information.
Coomaraswamy, on the other hand, was extremely sensitive to all
that eye or ear could tell him; he loved his garden in more senses
than one. The traditional lore of the North American Indians, when
he got to know of it, moved him very deeply: here among these
much persecuted remnants of the indigenous population of the
Americas was still to be found an organic intelligence able to read
the open book of Nature as others read their written Scriptures; the
metaphysical insight of these people in regard to all that is created,
as constituting a living revelation of the Great Spirit was, as
Coomaraswamy immediately perceived, highly reminiscent of Vedic
times—one could here without exaggeration speak of a type of wis-
dom belonging to an earlier yuga which somehow had got perpetu-
ated into these latter times bringing a message of hope to a
forgetful and much tormented world. The recognition that every
plant, every insect, stones even, participate in dharma and have to
be treated, not as mere spoils for man’s appetites, but as his com-
panions in terms both of origin and ultimate destiny conditioned,
for the Red people, all their ideas of what is right and wrong: what
a happier world this would be had such ideas remained prevalent
among all mankind!

My own personal connection with Coomaraswamy dates back to
the late 1930s when I was engaged in writing my first book Peaks and
Lamas in which two Himalayan journeys were described in detail,
leading up by stages to the discovery of Mahayana Buddhism under
its Tibetan form. A letter addressed to Coomaraswamy asking him
to clarify a certain Sanskrit term was the start of a correspondence
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which continued with ever increasing frequency and intimacy dur-
ing the years that followed. With the outbreak of war in the autumn
of 1939 I found myself caught up in local activities of various kinds
which, however, left me some time for writing. I and my friend
Richard Nicholson, who shared my principal interests and had
taken part in the Indian expeditions mentioned above, decided to
use our leisure time in translating two of Guénon’s most important
treatises the Introduction to the Study of the Hindu Doctrines and his
supreme masterpiece, Man and his Becoming according to the Vedanta;
they were eventually published by Luzac, London, as part of a series
covering much of Guénon’s work.*

Each of these books presented a problem which touched us per-
sonally in the shape of a chapter concerning Buddhism, which
Guénon summarily dismissed as little more than a heretical devel-
opment within the Hindu world itself; there was no evidence to
show that Guénon before arriving at this negative conclusion had
consulted any authoritative Buddhist texts as a check upon any hos-
tile criticisms he might quote from already prejudiced sources, an
omission of which Coomaraswamy would have been incapable.
What were we then, as translators, to do? Should we simply render
the text just as it stood or should we, before doing so, risk an appeal
to the author in the hopes that he might reconsider some of the
things he had said on the subject? For him to think of doing so,
however, some fresh and convincing evidence was indispensable:
how could the personal experience of two young men carry any
weight with a man of the eminence of René Guénon? Only one per-
son seemed qualified to make him think again: this was
Coomaraswamy both because of the high respect in which Guénon
held him and also as a scholar able to produce concrete evidence of
an irrefutable kind. A letter was hastily sent to Boston asking for
support in the form of authoritative quotations coupled with per-
mission to use his name.

Coomaraswamy willingly acceded to our request; a letter from
him soon followed containing incontrovertible evidence proving
that Guénon had made a number of mis-statements of fact in regard
to what Buddhism actually teaches; it was left to us, however, to mar-

* Editor’s Note: The publishers Sophia Perennis of Ghent, New York are in the
process of completing the publication of The Collected Works of René Guénon (in 24
volumes).
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shal the arguments in logical succession on the basis of the fresh
material thus supplied to us, to which we now were able to add some
observations of our own, based on what we had seen and heard dur-
ing our intercourse with Buddhist authorities in Sikkim, Ladak and
other places. This letter was then sent off to Cairo where Guénon
was then living: in fact he spent all the rest of life in that city.

We were not left to wait long for a reply, which went beyond our
fondest hopes in its completeness. Guénon directed that the two
offending chapters be suppressed, promising also to replace them
by others composed on quite different lines. Indeed, he went fur-
ther, since he directed us, by anticipation, to make similar correc-
tions in other texts of his if and when we came to translate them; for
this purpose he supplied a number of re-worded passages, mostly
not of great length, but sufficient to meet our various objections.
For this comforting result we have to thank Coomaraswamy to a
large extent, even though the initiative came from us; Guénon’s
intellectual integrity in bowing before the evidence also deserves
grateful acknowledgment.

What perhaps also comes out of this episode is the fact that, in
judging the authenticity of a tradition, there are other ways besides
the scrutiny of texts, important though this obviously is; an intelli-
gent perception of beauty can provide no less valid criteria. Could
anyone really look on the paintings to be found at Ajanta and in
countless Japanese or Tibetan temples and still believe that the
impulse behind these things stemmed from a basic error? The same
argument would apply to the art of the Christian and Islamic, as well
as of countless tribal, traditions existing all over the world until
recent times, to say nothing of Hindu art in all its exuberant glories.
Contrariwise, the sheer ugliness of the modern civilization as dis-
played in its most typical products bespeaks an underlying error;
this evidence of the senses, which Guénon largely ignored, was cru-
cial for Coomaraswamy, being complementary to whatever his rea-
son for its part could show him. So should it be for ourselves,
though not many today think or feel in this manner. If they did so,
the world would be a very different place.

The end of the war sent our thoughts speeding in an easterly
direction, with Tibet as our ultimate goal. Some time previously we
had received the joyful news that Ananda Coomaraswamy, his wife
and their son Rama were about to transfer their home to India,
where they hoped to find some quiet spot, in the Kumaon hills per-

13



The Essential Ananda K. Coomaraswamy

haps, so that the master himself might live out his days in an atmos-
phere of contemplative recollection; apart from translating
Upanishads, his professional activities would be at an end: such was
the plan outlined in a letter to me. In anticipation of this move he
asked me to let his son accompany Richard Nicholson and myself as
far as Kalimpong in the Himalayan foothills of northern Bengal,
which was to be our base while waiting for permission to cross the
Tibetan frontier. Meanwhile Rama was to enroll as a student at the
Haridwar Gurukul where an old friend of his father’s held a senior
position on the teaching staff.

To the above proposal we gladly agreed, and all the more so
since we already knew Rama personally from his having spent holi-
days with us while attending his father’s old school Wycliffe College
in Gloucestershire. During these visits, with his father’s warm
encouragement, I had been teaching Rama something of those
older forms of music which Arnold Dolmetsch had imparted to me.
For this art Rama displayed a marked talent, becoming rapidly pro-
ficient on the Recorder or straight flute blown through a whistle
mouth-piece, from which he drew a tone of bird-like quality only
granted to a few. The long journey from Liverpool to Calcutta by
slow cargo-boat enabled us, among other things, to pay a hasty visit
to René Guénon in Cairo. A longish halt in Ceylon likewise enabled
us to make an excursion via Ramesvaram and Madurai as far as
Tiruvannamalai where we obtained the darshan of Sri Ramana
Maharshi, further confirmed by the moonlight circuit of
Arunachalam, following which we went on to rejoin our ship at
Vizagapatam.

The year 1947 was marked by three events each of which con-
cerned us deeply; firstly, we were allowed to go into Tibet—partici-
pation in the life of an unusually contented people still living on
entirely traditional lines, as was then the case, was an unforgettable
experience which taught one more than many books; secondly,
India attained her political independence while we were in Tibet—
for me this was a childhood’s dream come true; thirdly, 1947 was
the year not only of Coomaraswamy’s seventieth birthday which
drew forth the congratulations of a multitude of well-wishers from
all over the world, but also of his death—he passed away quite unex-
pectedly while working in the garden he loved, a painless end for
himself which left so many others saddened. So, after all, we were
not destined to look on the face of the man whose teachings had
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played so great a part in our intellectual formation over the years;
our karma and his denied us this boon.

News of his father’s decease only reached Rama Coomaraswamy
belatedly, through a paragraph he chanced to see in a newspaper;
the reason for this was due to the widespread disorders which fol-
lowed on the separation of Pakistan. With so many refugees on the
move, posts and communications in northern India became disor-
ganized, so that for a time Srimati Luisa Coomaraswamy’s letters
failed to reach her son; eventually, however, a message got through
instructing Rama to rejoin his mother in America as soon as possi-
ble, thus spelling an end to their Indian plans. Rama eventually
took up the study of medicine and now practices as a surgeon of
high distinction at Greenwich in the State of Connecticut. His pro-
fessional activities have not, however, deterred him from making his
own original contribution to those causes which his father had
served with such brilliance, as evidenced by a number of papers
from Rama’s pen in which traditional values are expounded, most-
ly in relation to Christian problems.

The association of two great names which has provided its head-
line for the present discussion, besides drawing attention to the
essential part played by Guénon at the time when Coomaraswamy’s
genius was about to produce its finest flowering, pays tribute to a
quality these men possessed in common, namely their ability to
build an intellectual bridge between East and West; the rare desig-
nation of tirthankara befits them both. A certain difference of
emphasis did however, enter in, due to the circumstances in which
each author found himself: when Guénon started writing the
Christian Church, despite some erosion of its membership under
pressure of the times, still presented, especially under its Catholic
form, a certain appearance of solidity, not to say fossilization, for
such it had largely become. What distressed Guénon particularly
was the painfully exoteric thinking which passed for Christian the-
ology; the metaphysical implications of the Christian dogmas
seemed to have been almost totally lost sight of. In order to recover
the missing dimension, minus which any religion is doomed to
more or less rapid disintegration, Guénon felt that a knowledge of
the Eastern traditions, notably the Hindu and the Taoist, might be
a means of spurring Christians into rediscovering the deeper mean-
ing which the teachings of the Church harbor implicitly and this,
for Guénon was the only remaining hope for the West.
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With Coomaraswamy the intellectual balance was held more
evenly: though his own paternal ancestry imparted a characteristi-
cally Indian trend to his thinking his commentaries on Christian
and Platonic themes displayed a sympathetic insight not less than
when he was handling Hindu or Buddhist subjects. His bridge was
designed to carry a two-way traffic without particular bias in one or
other direction. This does not mean, however, that he was any less
severe than Guénon in condemning the West for the harm it had
wrought in all those Asian and African countries that had, during
the colonial era, come under its sway; he singled out for particular
blame that alien system of education with which the name of
Macaulay is associated in India as well as the industrialism which, all
over the world, has deprived the multitude of simple men and
women of that sacred motivation which is the true satisfaction of the
human need to work; but at the same time he was also forever
reminding Western people of the precious spiritual and artistic her-
itage it still could claim to possess, if only it would re-read the signs
of its own history.

Since the years when Guénon and Coomaraswamy were both
writing, the climate of Western thought and feeling has undergone
a noticeable change, of which those who are watching events from
an easterly vantage-point might profitably take stock. Though the
official ideology in Europe and America is still geared to the dogma
of “progress,” that is to say of an optimistically slanted evolutionary
process with Utopia (or shall we say the reign of Antichrist?) at the
end of the road, many of the previously confident assumptions that
go with such an ideology are now being seriously called in question
by a thoughtful minority and more especially among the young.
Doubts concerning the long range viability, not of such and such a
socio-political institution, but of the modern civilization in its
entirety are to be heard with increasing frequency in the “liberal”
countries—in places under Marxist control to express such opin-
ions might well land a man in Solzhenitsin’s “Gulag Archipelago.”
Where free criticism on the subject is still forthcoming, it often
takes the concrete form of small-scale attempts to opt out of the pre-
vailing system, for example by going in for a hard life of subsistence
farming in a remote corner of the country—its very hardness is wel-
comed as an ascesis—or else by embracing a handicraft like weaving
or pottery; one such highly successful craft has been the making of
musical instruments according to ancient models, by way of supply-
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ing a growing demand consequent upon the revival of early music
inaugurated by my own teacher, Arnold Dolmetsch. Individual
experiments apart, the Gandhian ideal of moderation, affecting
human appetites as well as possessions, has certainly gained a lot of
ground in the West, not merely because people think this will make
for greater happiness in the long run, but also as offering them a
somewhat better chance of survival if and when the catastrophe
many are now fearing comes to pass.

Yet another sign of weakening belief in the modern way of life
and its hitherto accepted valuations is the wish, evinced by many
people, to come to proper terms with Nature instead of treating her
together with all her progeny as a field for limitless exploitation or
else as a potential enemy to be brought to heel; phrases like the
“conquest” of Everest or of the Moon no longer win the passive
acquiescence of some time ago; in many ears they strike a sacrile-
gious note. People nowadays are apt to feel uncomfortable when
they hear it said, across the official media, that lions or tigers are to
be saved from extermination to serve as “big game” or that rare
plants should be scheduled for protection as being “of scientific
interest.” The need to safeguard some beautiful mountain area
does not spring from the fact that this provides an attraction for
tourists (not to mention their money); for this sort of argument the
present generation of Nature-lovers has no use. As for the pollution
of which we hear so much today—the gradual poisoning of land,
sea, the very air we breathe by the accumulated by-products of
industrial expansion—this is now seen by many as the reflex of a no
less widespread pollution of the mind: without a prior cleansing of
the mind to the point of revising all its demands both material,
moral and intellectual, how dare one hope to escape the conse-
quences of past heedlessness>—this question is also being asked
today.

All these various forms of self-questioning are converging
towards an awareness of the fact that man’s place in this world, if it
confers privileges on the one hand, comprises grave responsibilities
on the other both in regard to how we view and treat our fellow-
creatures great and small (including even those we term “inani-
mate,” a questionable term in itself) and also in regard to how we
shall acknowledge, through our own conduct, the global sacredness
of Nature in her capacity of cosmic theophany, in which each kind
of manifested being, including ourselves, has its appointed place
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and function as a unique and therefore irreplaceable witness to the
Divine Act which called it into existence. Man, as the central being
in a given world, is called to act, as their common mediator between
Heaven and Earth, on behalf of all his fellow-beings: the
Bodhisattva’s cosmic compassion as expounded in the Mahayana
scriptures carries a similar message, if differently expressed. It is
towards some such awareness that many people are now beginning
to feel their way in the West; for Eastern people the danger is lest
they now lose touch with that same message as formerly voiced in
their own traditions, enamored, as so many of them are, of the very
errors the West imposed on them by force or fraud and from which
it is now itself in danger of perishing—truly a paradoxical reversal
of the respective positions.

Returning to the West, with America chiefly in mind, it has come
both as a shock and an encouragement for many to discover that
this, for them, newly found awareness had already been the very
stuff of life for the indigenous peoples of the American continent
since time immemorial as well as the mainspring of their day-to-day
behavior; the strong sense of kinship between mankind and the rest
of creation is the secret of the Amerindian wisdom. It will surely be
a pleasure to Indian readers to learn that one who, in recent years,
has done much to reveal that wisdom to the reading public both of
his own country and further afield—his name is Joseph Epes
Brown—was powerfully influenced during his student years by
Coomaraswamy, a happening which set him on the spiritual quest
which eventually introduced him to the Red Indians; it was thus that
he met the aged and saintly Hehaka Sapa (“Black EIk”), a great sage
on any showing. Professor Brown is now teaching in the University
of Montana in the far West, close to the people he has learned to
love. Many of his students belong to that people, being for that rea-
son fortunate in having for their present mentor one who really
understands their ways.*

Another member of the same band of Harvard students who
had frequented the Coomaraswamy household and taken to heart

* Editor’s Note: Professor Joseph Epes Brown passed away in his home in
Stevensville, Montana in September 2000, leaving behind an important body of
writings on the traditional lifeways of the Native Americans, including The Sacred
Pipe, The Spiritual Legacy of the American Indian, Animals of the Soul, and Teaching
Spirits: Understanding Native American Religious Traditions.
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the sage advice to be had there was Whitall N. Perry, now living in
Switzerland.* Somewhere in his writings the great Doctor had
expressed the opinion that, with the way things are tending, a day
might soon come when a man of culture would be expected to
familiarize himself with more than just what the Greek and Latin
languages had offered hitherto: Sanskrit and Chinese, Tibetan and
Arabic would all contribute to the intellectual nourishment of such
a person, failing which he would remain hopelessly provincial in his
outlook. In this same connection Coomaraswamy had mentioned
the need for someone to compile an encyclopedia of the great tra-
ditions of the world, both Eastern and Western, to serve as a gener-
al book of references for those seeking corroboration of their own
faith in the parallel experience of men of other orientations; he also
spoke of “paths that lead to the same summit” as the common ideal
which, if sincerely realized might yet rescue mankind from the worst
disaster. But to assemble such an anthology—here was a task to
daunt even a brave and assiduous mind! Could anyone be found to
undertake it?

The task itself found its man in Whitall Perry. For some seven-
teen years he labored in selfless dedication, combing the spiritual
literature of the world, past and present, East and West together.
The outcome of all this was a complex mosaic of quotations
arranged in such a way as to illuminate, and by their contrast height-
en, one another’s meaning. Highly informative but concise com-
ments precede each section and sub-section of this monumental
compilation, while an ingenious system of cross-references is there
to enable students of particular subjects to unearth additional mate-
rial to be found elsewhere. At the end of it all, the author did me
the honor of asking me to contribute a preface, which I did all the
more gladly since this enabled me to pay, if indirectly, a concrete
tribute to Coomaraswamy himself as originator of the idea of an
encyclopedic work laid out on this scale. The title chosen for it was
A Treasury of Traditional Wisdom: would that the man who inspired
this project had lived to see his expressed wish realized so amply!

By natural disposition Ananda K. Coomaraswamy was nothing if
not a karma-yogin. Assuredly a metaphysical flair like his does not go

* Editor’s Note: Whitall N. Perry has subsequently relocated to America, where he
currently resides in Bloomington, Indiana.
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without a strongly contemplative bent; nevertheless he remained
primarily a man of action, a warrior for dharma with pen and word.
This impression of the man moreover provides a cue for us in this,
his centenary year. What better homage to his memory can one find
than to join him in striking a blow or two in the battle of
Kurukshetra, which is ever with us? No need to look far afield for
opportunities; one’s daily occupations, one’s home with its furnish-
ings, how one spends one’s leisure time, what one chooses to wear
or not to wear and for what reason, all these things together con-
tribute a field of battle adequate to the powers of any normal per-
son, to say nothing of various public causes.

If all these matters of human choice and conduct belong by def-
inition to samsara as generator of distinctions and contrasts contin-
ually varied and renewed, it is well to remember that this
unremitting round of birth and death, terrible as such, yet offers us
who are involved in it one compensating advantage inasmuch as it
also provides a constant and inescapable reminder of nirvana; but
for the variety of experience thus made available, what motive
would anyone have for thinking of moksha, let alone realizing it
actively? To quote another master of the Perennial Philosophy,
Frithjof Schuon, “do what it may to affirm itself, samsara is con-
demned to unveil nirvana” could anyone have put the intrinsic
message of existence more succinctly?

I venture to believe that Coomaraswamy, were he with us again
today, facing a world that seems to be decomposing before our eyes,
would express himself in similar terms: hopefully therefore, in func-
tion of those very vicissitudes which, for the man of profane dispo-
sition, drive him to despair.
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A Figure of Speech or a Figure of Thought?'

“Egb de technén ou kald, ho an é alogon pragma.”
Plato, Gorgias 465A2

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

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

Our word “aesthetic,” then, takes for granted what is now com-
monly assumed, viz. that art is evoked by, and has for its end to
express and again evoke, emotions. In this connection, Alfred
North Whitehead has remarked that “it was a tremendous discovery,
how to excite emotions for their own sake.” We have gone on to
invent a science of our likes and dislikes, a “science of the soul,” psy-
chology, and have substituted psychological explanations for the
traditional conception of art as an intellectual virtue and of beauty
as pertaining to knowledge.* Our current resentment of meaning in
art is as strong as the word “aesthetic” implies. When we speak of a
work of art as “significant” we try to forget that this word can only
be used with a following “of,” that expression can be significant only
of some thesis that was to be expressed, and we overlook that what-
ever does not mean something is literally in-significant. If, indeed,
the whole end of art were “to express emotion,” then the degree of
our emotional reaction would be the measure of beauty and all
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judgment would be subjective, for there can be no disputing about
tastes. It should be remembered that a reaction is an “affection,”
and every affection a passion, that is, something passively suffered
or undergone, and not—as in the operation of judgment—an activ-
ity on our part.’ To equate the love of art with a love of fine sensa-
tions is to make of works of art a kind of aphrodisiac. The words
“disinterested aesthetic contemplation” are a contradiction in terms
and a pure non-sense.

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

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

There are good reasons for the fact that the theory of art has
generally been stated in terms of the spoken (or secondarily, writ-
ten) word. It is, in the first place, “by a word conceived in intellect”
that the artist, whether human or divine, works.? Again, those whose
own art was, like mine, verbal, naturally discussed the art of verbal
expression, while those who worked in other materials were not also
necessarily expert in “logical” formulation. And finally, the art of
speaking can be better understood by all than could the art of, let
us say, the potter, because all men make use of speech (whether
rhetorically, to communicate a meaning, or sophistically, to exhibit
themselves), while relatively few are workers in clay.

All our sources are conscious of the fundamental identity of all
the arts. Plato, for example, remarks that “the expert, who is intent
upon the best when he speaks, will surely not speak at random, but
with an end in view; he is just like all those other artists, the painters,
builders, ship-wrights, etc.”;? and again, “the productions of all arts
are kinds of poetry, and their craftsmen are all poets,”!” in the
broad sense of the word. “Demiurge” (démiourgos) and “technician”
(technites) are the ordinary Greek words for “artist” (artifex), and
under these headings Plato includes not only poets, painters, and
musicians, but also archers, weavers, embroiderers, potters, carpen-
ters, sculptors, farmers, doctors, hunters, and above all those whose
art is government, only making a distinction between creation
(demiourgia) and mere labor (cheirourgia), art (techné) and artless
industry (atechnos tribé).'! All these artists, insofar as they are really
makers and not merely industrious, insofar as they are musical and
therefore wise and good, and insofar as they are in possession of
their art (entechnos, cf. entheos) and governed by it, are infallible.'?
The primary meaning of the word sophia, “wisdom,” is that of “skill,”
just as Sanskrit kausalam is “skill” of any kind, whether in making,
doing, or knowing.

Now what are all these arts for? Always and only to supply a real
or an imagined need or deficiency on the part of the human
patron, for whom as the collective consumer the artist works.!?
When he is working for himself, the artist as a human being is also
a consumer. The necessities to be served by art may appear to be
material orspiritual, but as Plato insists, it is one and the same art—
or a combination of both arts, practical and philosophical—that
must serve both body and soul if it is to be admitted in the ideal

23



The Essential Ananda K. Coomaraswamy

City.!* We shall see presently that to propose to serve the two ends
separately is the peculiar symptom of our modern “heartlessness.”
Our distinction of “fine” from “applied” art (ridiculous, because the
fine art itself is applied to giving pleasure) is as though “not by
bread alone”!® had meant “by cake” for the elite that go to exhibi-
tions and “bread alone” for the majority and usually for all. Plato’s
music and gymnastics, which correspond to what we seem to intend
by “fine” and “applied” art (since one is for the soul and the other
for the body), are never divorced in his theory of education; to fol-
low one alone leads to effeminacy, to follow only the other, to bru-
tality; the tender artist is no more a man than the tough athlete;
music must be realized in bodily graces, and physical power should
be exercised only in measured, not in violent motions.'%

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

As for the spiritual ends of the arts, what Plato says is that we are
endowed by the gods with vision and hearing, and harmony “was
given by the Muses to him that can use them intellectually (meta
nou), not as an aid to irrational pleasure (hédoné alogos), as is nowa-
days supposed, but to assist the soul’s interior revolution, to restore
it to order and concord with itself. And because of the want of
measure and lack of graces in most of us, rhythm was given us by the
same gods for the same ends”;'® and that while the passion (pathé)
evoked by a composition of sounds “furnishes a pleasure-of-the-
senses (hédoneé) to the unintelligent, it (the composition) bestows on
the intelligent that hearts ease that is induced by the imitation of
the divine harmony produced in mortal motions.”® This last
delight or gladness that is experienced when we partake of the feast
of reason, which is also a communion, is not a passion but an ecsta-
sy, a going out of ourselves and being in the spirit: a condition insus-
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ceptible of analysis in terms of the pleasure or pain that can be felt
by sensitive bodies or souls.

The soulful or sentimental self enjoys itself in the aesthetic sur-
faces of natural or artificial things, to which it is akin; the intellec-
tual or spiritual self enjoys their order and is nourished by what in
them is akin to it. The spirit is much rather a fastidious than a sen-
sitive entity; it is not the physical qualities of things, but what is
called their scent or flavor, for example “the picture not in the col-
ors,” or “the unheard music,” not a sensible shape but an intelligi-
ble form, that it tastes. Plato’s “hearts ease” is the same as that
“intellectual beatitude” which Indian rhetoric sees in the “tasting of
the flavor” of a work of art, an immediate experience, and con-
generic with the tasting of God.?

This is, then, by no means an aesthetic or psychological experi-
ence but implies what Plato and Aristotle call a katharsis, and a
“defeat of the sensations of pleasure” or pain.?! Katharsis is a sacrifi-
cial purgation and purification “consisting in a separation, as far as
that is possible, of the soul from the body”; it is, in other words, a
kind of dying, that kind of dying to which the philosopher’s life is
dedicated.?? The Platonic katharsis implies an ecstasy, or “standing
aside” of the energetic, spiritual, and imperturbable self from the
passive, aesthetic, and natural self, a “being out of oneself” thatis a
being “in one’s right mind” and real Self, that “in-sistence” that
Plato has in mind when he “would be born again in beauty inward-
ly,” and calls this a sufficient prayer.?®

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

The katharsis of the City parallels that of the individual; the emo-
tions are traditionally connected with the organs of evacuation, pre-
cisely because the emotions are waste products. It is difficult to be
sure of the exact meaning of Aristotle’s better-known definition, in
which tragedy “by its imitation of pity and fear effects a katharsis
from these and like passions,” though it is clear that for him too
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the purification is from the passions (pathémata); we must bear in
mind that, for Aristotle, tragedy is still essentially a representation of
actions, and not of character. It is certainly not a periodical “outlet”
of—that is to say, indulgence in—our “pent-up” emotions that can
bring about an emancipation from them; such an outlet, like a
drunkard’s bout, can be only a temporary satiation.?® In what Plato
calls with approval the “more austere” kind of poetry, we are pre-
sumed to be enjoying a feast of reason rather than a “break-fast” of
sensations. His katharsis is an ecstasy or liberation of the “immortal
soul” from the affections of the “mortal,” a conception of emanci-
pation that is closely paralleled in the Indian texts in which libera-
tion is realized by a process of “shaking off one’s bodies.”” The
reader or spectator of the imitation of a “myth” is to be rapt away
from his habitual and passible personality and, just as in all other
sacrificial rituals, becomes a god for the duration of the rite and
only returns to himself when the rite is relinquished, when the
epiphany is at an end and the curtain falls. We must remember that
all artistic operations were originally rites, and that the purpose of
the rite (as the word telet¢ implies) is to sacrifice the old and to
bring into being a new and more perfect man.

We can well imagine, then, what Plato, stating a philosophy of
art that is not “his own” but intrinsic to the Philosophia Perennis,
would have thought of our aesthetic interpretations and of our con-
tention that the last end of art is simply to please. For, as he says,
“ornament, painting, and music made only to give pleasure” are just
“toys.”® The “lover of art,” in other words, is a “playboy.” It is admit-
ted that a majority of men judge works of art by the pleasure they
afford; but rather than sink to such a level, Socrates says no, “not
even if all the oxen and horses and animals in the world, by their
pursuit of pleasure, proclaim that such is the criterion.”® The kind
of music of which he approves is not a multifarious and changeable
but a canonical music;* not the sound of “poly-harmonic” instru-
ments, but the simple music (haplotés) of the lyre accompanied by
chanting “deliberately designed to produce in the soul that sym-
phony of which we have been speaking”;*! not the music of Marsyas
the Satyr, but that of Apollo.??

All the arts, without exception, are imitative. The work of art can
only be judged as such (and independently of its “value”) by the
degree to which the model has been correctly represented. The
beauty of the work is proportionate to its accuracy (orthotés = integri-
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tas sive perfectio), or truth (alétheia = wveritas). In other words, the
artist’s judgment of his own work by the criterion of art is a criticism
based upon the proportion of essential to actual form, paradigm to
image. “Imitation” (mimésis), a word that can be as easily misunder-
stood as St. Thomas Aquinas’s “Art is the imitation of Nature in her
manner of operation,”™® can be mistaken to mean that that is the
best art that is “truest to nature,” as we now use the word in its most
limited sense, with reference not to “Mother Nature,” Natura natu-
rans, Creatrix Universalis, Deus, but to whatever is presented by our
own immediate and natural environment, whether visually or oth-
erwise accessible to observation (aisthésis). In this connection it is
important not to overlook that the delineation of character (éthos)
in literature and painting is, just as much as the representation of
the looking-glass image of a physiognomy, an empirical and realis-
tic procedure, dependent on observation. St. Thomas’s “Nature,”
on the other hand, is that Nature “to find which,” as Meister
Eckhart says, “all her forms must be shattered.”

The imitation or “re-presentation” of a model (even a “present-
ed” model) involves, indeed, a likeness (homoia, similitudo, SKkr.
sadrsya), but hardly what we usually mean by “verisimilitude”
(homoiotés). What is traditionally meant by “likeness” is not a copy
but an image akin (sungenés) and “equal” (isos) to its model; in
other words, a natural and “ad-equate” symbol of its referent. The
representation of a man, for example, must really correspond to the
idea of the man, but must not look so like him as to deceive the eye;
for the work of art, as regards its form, is a mind-made thing and
aims at the mind, but an illusion is no more intelligible than the nat-
ural object it mimics. The plaster cast of a man will not be a work of
art, but the representation of a man on wheels where verisimilitude
would have required feet may be an entirely adequate “imitation”
well and #ruly made.!

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

Plato knew as well as the Scholastic philosophers that the artist
as such has no moral responsibilities, and can sin as an artist only if
he fails to consider the sole good of the work to be done, whatever
it may be.?® But, like Cicero, Plato also knows that “though he is an
artist, he is nevertheless a man” and, if a free man, responsible as
such for whatever it may be that he undertakes to make; a man who,
if he represents what ought not to be represented and brings into
being things unworthy of free men, should be punished, or at the
least restrained or exiled like any other criminal or madman. It is
precisely those poets or other artists who imitate anything and
everything, and are not ashamed to represent or even “idealize”
things essentially base, that Plato, without respect for their abilities,
however great, would banish from the society of rational men, “lest
from the imitation of shameful things men should imbibe their
actu:adity,”40 that is to say, for the same reasons that we in moments
of sanity (sophrosuné) see fit to condemn the exhibition of gangster
films in which the villain is made a hero, or agree to forbid the
manufacture of even the most skillfully adulterated foods.

If we dare not ask with Plato “imitations of what sort of life?” and
“whether of the appearance or the reality, the phantasm or the
truth?™! it is because we are no longer sure what kind of life it is
that we ought for our own good and happiness to imitate, and are
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for the most part convinced that no one knows or can know the
final truth about anything: we only know what we “approve” of, i.e.,
what we like to do or think, and we desire a freedom to do and think
what we like more than we desire a freedom from error. Our edu-
cational systems are chaotic because we are not agreed for what to
educate, if not for self-expression. But all tradition is agreed as to
what kind of models are to be imitated: “The city can never other-
wise be happy unless it is designed by those painters who follow a
divine original”;*? “The crafts such as building and carpentry ... take
their principles from that realm and from the thinking there”;*?
“Lo, make all things in accordance with the pattern that was shown
thee upon the mount”;* “It is in imitation (anukrti) of the divine
forms that any human form (silpa) is invented here”;*® “There is this
divine harp, to be sure; this human harp comes into being in its like-
ness” (tad anukrti);* “We must do what the Gods did first.”7 This is
the “imitation of Nature in her manner of operation,” and, like the
first creation, the imitation of an intelligible, not a perceptible
model.

But such an imitation of the divine principles is only possible if
we have known them “as they are,” for if we have not ourselves seen
them, our mimetic iconography, based upon opinion, will be at
fault; we cannot know the reflection of anything unless we know
itself.®® It is the basis of Plato’s criticism of naturalistic poets and
painters that they know nothing of the reality but only the appear-
ances of things, for which their vision is overkeen; their imitations
are not of the divine originals, but are only copies of copies.” And
seeing that God alone is truly beautiful, and all other beauty is by
participation, it is only a work of art that has been wrought, in its
kind (idea) and its significance (dunamis), after an eternal model,
that can be called beautiful.®® And since the eternal and intelligible
models are supersensual and invisible, it is evidently “not by obser-
vation” but in contemplation that they must be known.’! Two acts,
then, one of contemplation and one of operation, are necessary to
the production of any work of art.”

And now as to the judgment of the work of art, first by the cri-
terion of art, and second with respect to its human value. As we have
already seen, it is not by our reactions, pleasurable or otherwise, but
by its perfect accuracy, beauty, or perfection, or truth—in other
words, by the equality or proportion of the image to its model—that
a work of art can be judged as such. That is to consider only the
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good of the work to be done, the business of the artist. But we have
also to consider the good of the man for whom the work is done,
whether this “consumer” (chrémenos) be the artist himself or some
other patron.58 This man judges in another way, not, or not only, by
this truth or accuracy, but by the artifact’s utility or aptitude
(6pheleia) to serve the purpose of its original intention (boulésis), viz.
the need (endeia) that was the first and is also the last cause of the
work. Accuracy and aptitude together make the “wholesomeness”
(hugieinon) of the work that is its ultimate-rightness (orthotés).>* The
distinction of beauty from utility is logical, not real (in re).

So when taste has been rejected as a criterion in art, Plato’s
Stranger sums up thus, “The judge of anything that has been made
(poiema) must know its essence—what its intention (boulésis) is and
what the real thing of which it is an image—or else will hardly be
able to diagnose whether it hits or misses the mark of its intention.”
And again, “The expert critic of any image, whether in painting,
music, or any other art, must know three things, what was the arche-
type, and in each case whether it was correctly and whether well
made ... whether the representation was good (kalon) or not.”® The
complete judgment, made by the whole man, is as to whether the
thing under consideration has been both truly and well made. It is
only “by the mob that the beautiful and the just are rent apart,”® by
the mob, shall we say, of “aesthetes,” the men who “know what they
like™?

Of the two judgments, respectively by art and by value, the first
only establishes the existence of the object as a true work of art and
not a falsification (pseudos) of its archetype: it is a judgment nor-
mally made by the artist before he can allow the work to leave his
shop, and so a judgment that is really presupposed when we as
patrons or consumers propose to evaluate the work. It is only under
certain conditions, and typically those of modern manufacture and
salesmanship, that it becomes necessary for the patron or consumer
to ask whether the object he has commissioned or proposes to buy
is really a true work of art. Under normal conditions, where making
is a vocation and the artist is disposed and free to consider nothing
but the good of the work to be done, it is superfluous to ask, Is this
a “true” work of art? When, however, the question must be asked, or
if we wish to ask it in order to understand completely the genesis of
the work, then the grounds of our judgment in this respect will be
the same as for the original artist; we must know of what the work is
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intended to remind us, and whether it is equal to (is an “adequate
symbol” of) this content, or by want of truth betrays its paradigm. In
any case, when this judgment has been made, or is taken for grant-
ed, we can proceed to ask whether or not the work has a value for
us, to ask whether it will serve our needs. If we are whole men, not
such as live by bread alone, the question will be asked with respect
to spiritual and physical needs to be satisfied together; we shall ask
whether the model has been well chosen, and whether it has been
applied to the material in such a way as to serve our immediate
need; in other words, What does it say? and Will it work? If we have
asked for a bread that will support the whole man, and receive how-
ever fine a stone, we are not morally, though we may be legally,
bound to “pay the piper.” All our efforts to obey the Devil and “com-
mand this stone that it be made bread” are doomed to failure.

It is one of Plato’s virtues, and that of all traditional doctrine
about art, that “value” is never taken to mean an exclusively spiritu-
al or exclusively physical value. It is neither advantageous, nor alto-
gether possible, to separate these values, making some things sacred
and others profane: the highest wisdom must be “mixed™” with
practical knowledge, the contemplative life combined with the
active. The pleasures that pertain to these lives are altogether legit-
imate, and it is only those pleasures that are irrational, bestial, and
in the worst sense of the words seductive and distracting that are to
be excluded. Plato’s music and gymnastics, which correspond to
our culture and physical training, are not alternative curricula, but
essential parts of one and the same education.’® Philosophy is the
highest form of music (culture), but the philosopher who has
escaped from the cave must return to it to participate in the every-
day life of the world and, quite literally, play the game.* Plato’s cri-
terion of “wholesomeness” implies that nothing ought to be made,
nothing can be really worth having, that is not at the same time cor-
rect or true or formal or beautiful (whichever word you prefer) and
adapted to good use.

For, to state the Platonic doctrine in more familiar words, “It is
written that man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word of
God, ... that bread which came down from heaven,” that is, not by
mere utilities but also by those “divine realities” and “causal beauty”
with which the wholesome works of art are informed, so that they
also live and speak. It is just to the extent that we try to live by bread
alone and by all the other in-significant utilities that “bread alone”
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includes—good as utilities, but bad as mere utilities—that our con-
temporary civilization can be rightly called inhuman and must be
unfavorably compared with the “primitive” cultures in which, as the
anthropologists assure us, “the needs of the body and soul are satis-
fied together.”! Manufacture for the needs of the body alone is the
curse of modern civilization.

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

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

Plato himself discusses, in connection with all the arts, whether
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of potter, painter, poet, or “craftsman of civic liberty,” the relation
between the practice of an art and the earning of a livelihood.%® He
points out that the practice of an art and the wage-earning capacity
are two different things; that the artist (in Plato’s sense and that of
the Christian and Oriental social philosophies) does not earn wages
by his art. He works by his art, and is only accidentally a trader if he
sells what he makes. Being a vocation, his art is most intimately his
own and pertains to his own nature, and the pleasure that he takes
in it perfects the operation. There is nothing he would rather work
(or “play”) at than his making; to him the leisure state would be an
abomination of boredom. This situation, in which each man does
what is naturally (kata phusin = Skr. svabhdvatas) his to do (to heautou
prattein = Skr. svadharma, svakarma), not only is the type of Justice,%
but furthermore, under these conditions (i.e., when the maker
loves to work), “more is done, and better done, and with more ease,
than in any other way.”® Artists are not trades men. “They know
how to make, but not how to hoard.”® Under these conditions the
worker and maker is not a hireling, but one whose salary enables
him to go on doing and making. He is just like any other member
of a feudal society, in which none are “hired” men, but all enfeoffed
and all possessed of a hereditary standing, that of a professional
whose reward is by gift or endowment and not “at so much an hour.”

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

When Plato lays it down that the arts shall “care for the bodies
and souls of your citizens,” and that only things that are sane and
free and not any shameful things unbecoming free men
(aneleuthera)®® are to be represented, it is as much as to say that the
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true artist in whatever material must be a free man, meaning by this
not an “emancipated artist” in the vulgar sense of one having no
obligation or commitment of any kind, but a man emancipated
from the despotism of the salesman. Whoever is to “imitate the
actions of gods and heroes, the intellections and revolutions of the
All” the very selves and divine paradigms or ideas of our useful
inventions, must have known these realities “themselves (auta) and
as they really are (hoia estin)”: for “what we have not and know not
we can neither give to another nor teach our neighbor.”®

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

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

Here we are concerned not with the rationalist’s point of view,
but only with the sources from which we can learn how the artist’s
operation is explained in a tradition that we must understand if we
are to understand its products. Here it is always by the Spirit that a
man is thought of as inspired (entheos, sc. upo tou erotos). “The
Genius breathed into my heart (enepneuse phresi daimon) to weave,”
Penelope says.”? Hesiod tells us that the Muses “breathed into me a
divine voice (enepneusan de moi auden thespin)... and bade me sing
the race of the blessed Gods.””® Christ, “through whom all things
were made,” does not bear witness of (express) himself, but says “I
do nothing of myself, but as my Father taught me, I speak.””* Dante
writes, I am “one who when Love (Amor, Eros) inspires me (mz:
spira), attend, and go setting it forth in such wise as He dictates with-
in me.”” For “there is no real speaking that does not lay hold upon
the Truth.””® And who is it (“What self?”) that speaks the “Truth
that cannot be refuted”? Not this man, So-and-so, Dante, or
Socrates, or “I,” but the Synteresis, the Immanent Spirit, Socrates’
and Plato’s Daimon, he “who lives in every one of us””” and “cares
for nothing but the Truth.””® It is the “God himself that speaks”
when we are not thinking our own thoughts but are His exponents,
or priests.

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

We can now, perhaps, consider, with less danger of misunder-
standing, Plato’s longest passage on inspiration. “Itis a divine power
that moves (theia de dunamis, hé ... kinei) ™! even the rhapsodist or lit-
erary critic, insofar as he speaks well, though he is only the expo-
nent of an exponent. The original maker and exponent, if he is to
be an imitator of realities and not of mere appearances, “is God-
indwelt and possessed (entheos, katechomenos)... an airy, winged and
sacred substance (hieron, Skr. brahma-); unable ever to indite until
he has been born again of the God within him (prin an entheos te
genétai)® and is out of his own wits (ekphron), and his own mind
(nous) is no longer in him;® for every man, so long as he retains that
property is powerless to make (poiein) or to incant (chrésmodein, Skr.
mantrakr) ... The men whom he dements God uses as his ministers
(hupéretai) ... but it is the God® himself (ho theos autos) that speaks,
and through them enlightens (phthengetai) us ... The makers are but
His exponents (herménés) according to the way in which they are
possessed.” It is only when he returns to himself from what is real-
ly a sacrificial operation that the maker exercises his own powers of
judgment; and then primarily to “try the spirits, whether they be of
God,” and secondarily to try his work, whether it agrees with the
vision or audition.

The most immediately significant point that emerges from this
profound analysis of the nature of inspiration is that of the artist’s
priestly or ministerial function. The original intention of intelligible
forms was not to entertain us, but literally to “re-mind” us. The
chant is not for the approval of the ear,’® nor the picture for that of
the eye (although these senses can be taught to approve the splen-
dor of truth, and can be trusted when they have been trained), but
to effect such a transformation of our being as is the purpose of all
ritual acts. It is, in fact, the ritual arts that are the most “artistic,”
because the most “correct,” as they must be if they are to be effec-
tual.

The heavens declare the glory of God: their interpretation in
science or art—and ars sine scientia nihil—is not in order to flatter or
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merely “interest” us, but “in order that we may follow up the intel-
lections and revolutions of the All, not those revolutions that are in
our own heads and were distorted at our birth, but correcting (exor-
thounta) these by studying the harmonies and revolutions of the All:
so that by an assimilation of the knower to the to-be-known (%
katanooumend to katanooun exomoiésai),’” the archetypal Nature, and
coming to be in that likeness,* we may attain at last to a part in that
‘life’s best’ that has been appointed by the gods to men for this time
being and hereafter.”

This is what is spoken of in India as a “metrical self-integration”
(candobhir atimanam samskarana), or “edification of another man”
(anyam dtmanam), to be achieved by an imitation (anukarana) of the
divine forms (daivydni silpani).*® The final reference to a good to be
realized here and hereafter brings us back again to the “whole-
someness” of art, defined in terms of its simultaneous application to
practical necessities and spiritual meanings, back to that fulfillment
of the needs of the body and soul together that is characteristic of
the arts of the uncivilized peoples and the “folk” but foreign to our
industrial life. For in that life the arts are either for use or for pleas-
ure, but are never spiritually significant and very rarely intelligible.

Such an application of the arts as Plato prescribes for his City of
God, arts that as he says “will care for the bodies and the souls of
your citizens,”™! survives for so long as forms and symbols are
employed to express a meaning, for so long as “ornament” means
“equipment,”™? and until what were originally imitations of the real-
ity, not the appearance, of things become (as they were already rap-
idly becoming in Plato’s time) merely “art forms, more and more
emptied of significance on their way down to us”*—no longer fig-
ures of thought, but only figures of speech.

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

The Voice is at once the daughter, bride, messenger, and instru-
ment of the Intellect.”* Possessed of him, the immanent deity, she
brings forth his image (reflection, imitation, similitude, pratiripa,
child).”® She is the power and the glory,® without whom the
Sacrifice itself could not proceed.97 But if he, the divine Intellect,
Brahma or Prajapati, “does not precede and direct her, then it is
only a gibberish in which she expresses herself.”® Translated into
the terms of the art of government, this means that if the Regnum
acts on its own initiative, unadvised by the Sacerdotium, it will not
be Law, but only regulations that it promulgates.

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

Now what was chanted and enacted by the Progenitor in his sac-
rificial contest with Death was “calculated” (samkhydnam)'*® and
“immortal,” and what by Death “uncalculated” and “mortal”; and
that deadly music played by Death is now our secular art of the “par-
lor” (patnisala), “whatever people sing to the harp, or dance, or do
to please themselves (vrthd),” or even more literally, “do heretical-
ly,” for the words “vrtha” and “heresy” derive from a common root
that means to “choose for oneself,” to “know what one likes and to
grasp at it.” Death’s informal and irregular music is disintegrating.
On the other hand, the Progenitor “puts himself together,” com-
poses or synthesizes himself, “by means of the meters”; the
Sacrificer “perfects himself so as to be metrically constituted,”%?
and makes of the measures the wings of his ascension.'” The dis-
tinctions made here between a quickening art and one that adds to
the sum of our mortality are those that underlie Plato’s katharsis and
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all true puritanism and fastidiousness. There is no disparagement of
the Voice (Sophia) herself, or of music or dancing or any other art
as such. Whatever disparagement there is, is not of the instrument;
there can be no good use without art.

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

It was not for this, as Plato said, that powers of vision and hear-
ing are ours. In language as nearly as may be identical with his, and
in terms of the universal philosophy wherever we find it, the Indian
texts define the “whole end of the Voice” (krtsnam vagartham). We
have already called the voice an “organ,” to be taken in the musical
as well as the organic sense. It is very evidently not the reason of an
organ to play of itself, but to be played upon, just as it is not for the
clay to determine the form of the vessel, but to receive it.

“Now there is this divine harp: the human harp is in its likeness

.. and just as the harp struck by a skilled player fulfills the whole
reason of the harp, so the Voice moved by a skilled speaker fulfills
its whole reason.”? “Skill in any performance is a yoking, as of
steeds together,”'% or, in other words, implies a marriage of the
master and the means. The product of the marriage of the player,
Intellect, with the instrument, the Voice, is Truth (satyam) or
Science (wvidyd),'""” not that approximate, hypothetical, and statisti-
cal truth that we refer to as science, but philosophy in Plato’s
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sense,'”® and that “meaning of the Vedas” by which, if we under-
stand it, “all good” (sakalam bhadram) is attainable, here and here-
after.!%

The raison d’étre of the Voice is to incarnate in a communicable
form the concept of Truth; the formal beauty of the precise expres-
sion is that of the splendor veritatis. The player and the instrument
are both essential here. We, in our somatic individuality, are the
instrument, of which the “strings” or “senses” are to be regulated, so
as to be neither slack nor overstrained; we are the organ, the inor-
ganic God within us the organist. We are the organism, He its ener-
gy. It is not for us to play our own tunes, but to sing His songs, who
is both the Person in the Sun (Apollo) and our own Person (as dis-
tinguished from our “personality”). When “those who sing here to
the harp sing Him,”! then all desires are attainable, here and here-
after.

There is, then, a distinction to be drawn between a significant
(padarthdabhinaya) and liberating (vimuktida) art, the art of those
who in their performances are celebrating God, the Golden Person,
in both His natures, immanent and transcendent, and the in-signif-
icant art that is “colored by worldly passion” (lokdnuranjaka) and
“dependent on the moods” (bhdavdsraya). The former is the “high-
way” (marga, hodos) art that leads directly to the end of the road, the
latter a “pagan” (desi, agrios) and eccentric art that wanders off in all
directions, imitating anything and everything.'!!

If now the orthodox doctrines reported by Plato and the East
are not convincing, this is because our sentimental generation, in
which the power of the intellect has been so perverted by the power
of observation that we can no longer distinguish the reality from the
phenomenon, the Person in the Sun from his sightly body, or the
untreated from electric light, will not be persuaded “though one
rose from the dead.” Yet I hope to have shown, in a way that may be
ignored but cannot be refuted, that our use of the term “aesthetic”
forbids us also to speak of art as pertaining to the “higher things of
life” or the immortal part of us; that the distinction of “fine” from
“applied” art, and corresponding manufacture of art in studios and
artless industry in factories, takes it for granted that neither the
artist nor the artisan shall be a whole man; that our freedom to work
or starve is not a responsible freedom but only a legal fiction that
conceals an actual servitude; that our hankering after a leisure state,
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or state of pleasure, to be attained by a multiplication of labor-sav-
ing devices, is born of the fact that most of us are doing forced
labor, working at jobs to which we could never have been “called”
by any other master than the salesman; that the very few, the happy
few of us whose work is a vocation, and whose status is relatively
secure, like nothing better than our work and can hardly be
dragged away from it; that our division of labor, Plato’s “fractioning
of human faculty,” makes the workman a part of the machine,
unable ever to make or to co-operate responsibly in the making of
any whole thing; that in the last analysis the so-called “emancipation
of the artist”'? is nothing but his final release from any obligation
whatever to the God within him, and his opportunity to imitate him-
self or any other common clay at its worst; that all willful self-ex-
pression is autoerotic, narcissistic, and satanic, and the more its
essentially paranoiac quality develops, suicidal; that while our inven-
tion of innumerable conveniences has made our unnatural manner
of living in great cities so endurable that we cannot imagine what it
would be like to do without them, yet the fact remains that not even
the multimillionaire is rich enough to commission such works of art
as are preserved in our museums but were originally made for men
of relatively moderate means or, under the patronage of the church,
for God and all men, and the fact remains that the multimillionaire
can no longer send to the ends of the earth for the products of
other courts or the humbler works of the folk, for all these things
have been destroyed and their makers reduced to being the
providers of raw materials for our factories, wherever our civilizing
influence has been felt; and so, in short, that while the operation
that we call a “progress” has been very successful, man the patient
has succumbed.

Let us, then, admit that the greater part of what is taught in the
fine arts departments of our universities, all of the psychologies of
art, all the obscurities of modern aesthetics, are only so much ver-
biage, only a kind of defense that stands in the way of our under-
standing of the wholesome art, at the same time iconographically
true and practically useful, that was once to be had in the market-
place or from any good artist; and that whereas the rhetoric that
cares for nothing but the truth is the rule and method of the intel-
lectual arts, our aesthetic is nothing but a false rhetoric, and a flat-
tery of human weakness by which we can account only for the arts
that have no other purpose than to please.
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The whole intention of our own art may be aesthetic, and we
may wish to have it so. But however this may be, we also pretend to
a scientific and objective discipline of the history and appreciation
of art, in which we take account not only of contemporary or very
recent art but also of the whole of art from the beginning until now.
Itis in this arena that I shall throw down a minimum challenge: put
it to you that it is not by our aesthetic, but only by their rhetoric, that
we can hope to understand and interpret the arts of other peoples
and other ages than our own. I put it to you that our present uni-
versity courses in this field embody a pathetic fallacy, and are any-
thing but scientific in any sense.

And now, finally, in case you should complain that I have been
drawing upon very antiquated sources (and what else could I do,
seeing that we are all “so young” and “do not possess a single belief
that is ancient and derived from old tradition, nor yet one science
that is hoary with age”?) let me conclude with a very modern echo
of this ancient wisdom, and say with Thomas Mann that I like to
think—yes, I feel sure—that a future is coming in which we shall
condemn as black magic, as the brainless, irresponsible product of
instinct, all art which is not controlled by the intellect.”!!*

Notes

1. Quintilian IX.4.117, “Figura? Quae? cum orationis, turn etiam sententiae?” Cf.
Plato, Republic 601B.

2. “I cannot fairly give the name of ‘art’ to anything irrational.” Cf. Laws 890D,
“Law and art are children of the intellect” (nous). Sensation (aisthésis) and pleas-
ure (hédoné) are irrational (alogos, see Timaeus 28A, 47D, 69D). In the Gorgias, the
irrational is that which cannot give an account of itself, that which is unreasonable,
has no raison d’étre. See also Philo, Legum Allegoriarum 1.48, “For as grass is the food
of irrational beings, so has the sensibly-perceptible (to aisthéton) been assigned to
the irrational part of the soul.” Aisthésis is just what the biologist now calls “irri-
tability.”

3. Quoted with approval by Herbert Read, Art and Society (New York, 1937), p. 84,
from Alfred North Whitehead, Religion in the Making (New York, 1926).

4. Sum. Theol. I11.57.3c (art is an intellectual virtue); 1.5.4 ad 1 (beauty pertains to
the cognitive, not the appetitive faculty).

5. “Pathology ... 2. The study of the passions or emotions” (7The Oxford English
Dictionary, 1933, VII, 554). The “psychology of art” is not a science of art but of the
way in which we are affected by works of art. An affection (pathéma) is passive; mak-
ing or doing (poiéma, ergon) is an activity.
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6. See Charles Sears Baldwin, Medieval Rhetoric and Poetic (New York, 1928), p. 3. “A
real art of speaking which does not lay hold upon the truth does not exist and
never will” (Phaedrus 260E; cf. Gorgias 463-465, 513D, 517A, 527C, Laws 937E).

7. See E. F. Rothschild, The Meaning of Unintelligibility in Modern Art (Chicago,
1934), p. 98. “The course of artistic achievement was the change from the visual as
a means of comprehending the non-visual to the visual as an end in itself and the
abstract structure of physical forms as the purely artistic transcendence of the visu-
al ... a transcendence utterly alien and unintelligible to the average [sc. normal] man”
(F. de W. Bolman, criticizing E. Kahler’s Man the Measure, in _Journal of Philosophy,
XLI, 1944, 134-135; italics mine).
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also St. Bonaventura, Il Sententiarum I-1.1I ad 3 and 4, “Agens per intellectum pro-
ducit per formas.” Informality is ugliness.

9. Gorgias 503E.
10. Symposium 205C.

11. See, for example, Statesman 259E, Phaedrus 260E, Laws 938A. The word tribé lit-
erally means “a rubbing,” and is an exact equivalent of our modern expression “a
grind.” (Cf. Hippocrates, Fractures 772, “shameful and artless,” and Ruskin’s “indus-
try without art is brutality.”) “For all well-governed peoples there is a work enjoined
upon each man which he must perform” (Republic 406C). “Leisure” is the oppor-
tunity to do this work without interference (Republic 370C). A “work for leisure” is
one requiring undivided attention (Euripides, Andromache 552). Plato’s view of
work in no way differs from that of Hesiod, who says that work is no reproach but
the best gift of the gods to men (Works and Days 295-296). Whenever Plato dispar-
ages the mechanical arts, it is with reference to the kinds of work that provide for
the well-being of the body only, and do not at the same time provide spiritual food;
he does not connect culture with idleness.

12. Republic 342BC. What is made by art is correctly made (Alcibiades 1.108B). It will
follow that those who are in possession of and governed by their art and not by
their own irrational impulses, which yearn for innovations, will operate in the same
way (Republic 349-350, Laws 660B). “Art has fixed ends and ascertained means of
operation” (Sum. Theol. 1I-11.47.4 ad 2, 49.5 ad 2). It is in the same way that an ora-
cle, speaking ex cathedra, is infallible, but not so the man when speaking for him-
self. This is similarly true in the case of a guru.

13. Republic 369BC, Statesman 279CD, Epinomis 975C.

14. Republic 398A, 401B, 605-607; Laws 656C.

15. Deut. 8:3, Luke 4:4.

16. Republic 376E, 410A-412A, 521E-522A, Laws 673A. Plato always has in view an
attainment of the “best” for both the body and the soul, “since for any single kind
to be left by itself pure and isolated is not good, nor altogether possible” (Philebus
63B; cf. Republic 409-410). “The one means of salvation from these evils is neither
to exercise the soul without the body nor the body without the soul” (Timaeus 88B).
17. Sum. Theol. I-11.57.3 ad 2 (based on Plato’s view of justice, which assigns to every
man the work for which he is naturally fitted). None of the arts pursues its own
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good, but only the patron’s (Republic 342B, 347A), which lies in the excellence of
the product.

18. Timaeus 47DE; cf. Laws 659E, on the chant.

19. Timaeus 80B, echoed in Quintilian IX.117, “docti rationem componendi intelli-
gunt, etiam indocti voluptatem.” Cf. Timaeus 47, 90D.

20. Sahitya Darpana 111.2-3; cf. Coomaraswamy, The Transformation of Nature in Art,

1934, pp. 48-51.

21. Laws 840C.c. On katharsis, see Plato, Sophist 226-227, Phaedrus 243AB, Phaedo 66-
67, 82B, Republic 399E; Aristotle, Poetics V1.2.1449b.

22. Phaedo 67DE.

23. Phaedrus 279BC; so also Hermes, Lib. XIIL.3, 4, “I have passed forth out of
myself,” and Chuang-tzu, ch. 2, “Today I buried myself.” Cf. Coomaraswamy, “On
Being in One’s Right Mind,” 1942.

24. Republic 389-398.

25. Aristotle, Poetics V1.2.1449b.

26. The aesthetic man is “one who is too weak to stand up against pleasure and
pain” (Republic 556¢). If we think of impassibility (apatheia), not what we mean by
“apathy” but a being superior to the pulls of pleasure and pain; cf. BG I1.56) with
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not, indeed, masochistic. Cf. Coomaraswamy, Time and Eternity, 1947, p. 73 and
notes.

It is very clear from Republic 606 that the enjoyment of an emotional storm is just
what Plato does not mean by a katharsis; such an indulgence merely fosters the very
feelings that we are trying to suppress. A perfect parallel is found in the Milinda
Parnho (Mil, p. 76); it is asked, of tears shed for the death of a mother or shed for
love of the Truth, which can be called a “cure” (bhesajjam)—i.e. for man’s mortali-
ty—and it is pointed out that the former are fevered, the latter cool, and that it is
what cools that cures.

27. JUB II1.30.2 and 39.2; BU I11.7.3-4; CU VIII.13; Svet. Up. V.14. Cf. Phaedo 65-69.
28. Statesman 288C.

29. Philebus 67B.

30. Republic 399-404; cf. Laws 656E, 660, 797-799.

31. Laws 659E; see also note 86, below.

32. Republic 399E; cf. Dante, Paradiso 1.13-21.

33. Aristotle, Physics 11.2.194a 20, hé techné mimeitai tén phusin—both employing suit-
able means toward a known end.

34. Art is iconography, the making of images or copies of some model
(paradeigma), whether visible (presented) or invisible (contemplated); see Plato,
Republic 373B, 377E, 392-397, 402, Laws 667-669, Statesman 306D, Cratylus 439A,
Timaeus 28AB, 52BC, Sophist 234C, 236C; Aristotle, Poetics 1.1-2. In the same way,
Indian works of art are called counterfeits or commensurations (anukrti,
laddkarata, pratikrti, pratibimba, pratimana), and likeness (saripya, sdadrsya) is
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demanded. This does not mean that it is a likeness in all respects that is needed to
evoke the original, but an equality as to the whichness (fosouton, hoson) and what-
ness (toiouton, hoion)—or form (idea) and force (dunamis)—of the archetype. It is
this “real equality” or “adequacy” (auto to ison) that is the truth and the beauty of
the work (Laws 667-668, Timaeus 28AB, Phaedo 74-75). We have shown elsewhere
that the Indian sddrsya does not imply an illusion but only a real equivalence. It is
clear from Timaeus 28-29 that by “equality” and “likeness” Plato also means a real
kinship (sungeneia) and analogy (analogia), and that it is these qualities that make
it possible for an image to “interpret” or “deduce” (exégeomai, cf. Skr. ani) its arche-
type. For example, words are eidéla of things (Sophist 234C), “true names”™ are not
correct by accident (Cratylus 387D, 439A), the body is an eidélon of the soul (Laws
959B), and these images are at the same time like and yet unlike their referents. In
other words, what Plato means by “imitation” and by “art” is an “adequate symbol-
ism”; cf. distinction of image from duplicate, Cratylus 432.

35. “The mathematician’s patterns, like the painter’s or the poet’s, must be beauti-
ful’ (G. H. Hardy, A Mathematician’s Apology, Cambridge, 1940, p. 85); cf.
Coomaraswamy, Why Exhibit Works of Art?, 1943, ch. 9.

36. Philebus 51C. For beauty by participation, see Phaedo 100D; cf. Republic 476; St.
Augustine, Confessions X.34; Dionysius, De divinis nominibus IV.5.

37. Laws 657AB, 665C, 700C.

38. Laws 670E; Sum. Theol. 1.91.3, I-'11.57.3 ad 2.

39. Cicero, Pro quinctio XXV.78.

40. Republic 395C; cf. 395-401, esp. 401BC, 605-607, and Laws 656C.
41. Republic 400A, 598B; cf. Timaeus 29C.

42. Republic 500E.

43. Plotinus, Enneads V.9.11, like Plato, Timaeus 28AB.

44. Exod. 25:40.

45. AB VI.27.

46. SA VIIL.9.

47. SB VII.2.1.4; cf. 111.8.3.16, XIV.1.2.26, and TS V.5.4.4. Whenever the Sacrificers
are at a loss, they are required to contemplate (cetayadhvam), and the required
form thus seen becomes their model. Cf. Philo, Moses 11.74-76.

48. Republic 377, 402, Laws 667-668, Timaeus 28AB, Phaedrus 243AB (on hamartia
peri muthologian), Republic 382BC (misuse of words is a symptom of sickness in the
soul).

49. See Republic 601, for example. Porphyry tells us that Plotinus refused to have
his portrait painted, objecting, “Must I consent to leave, as a desirable spectacle for
posterity, an image of an imager” Cf. Asterius, bishop of Amasea, ca. A.D. 340:
“Paint not Christ: for the one humility of his incarnation suffices him” (Migne,
Patrologia graeca X1.167). The real basis of the Semitic objection to graven images,
and of all other iconoclasm, is not an objection to art (adequate symbolism), but
an objection to a realism that implies an essentially idolatrous worship of nature.
The figuration of the Ark according to the pattern that was seen upon the mount
(Exod. 25:40) is not “that kind of imagery with reference to which the prohibition
was given” (Tertullian, Contra Marcionem 11.22).
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50. Timaeus 28AB; cf. note 34, above. The symbols that are rightly sanctioned by a
hieratic art are not conventionally but naturally correct (orthotéta phusei parechome-
na, Laws 657A). One distinguishes, accordingly, between le symbolisme qui sait and le
symbolisme qui cherche. It is the former that the iconographer can and must under-
stand, but he will hardly be able to do so unless he is himself accustomed to think-
ing in these precise terms.

51. The realities are seen “by the eye of the soul” (Republic 533D), “the soul alone
and by itself” (Theaetetus 186A, 187A), “gazing ever on what is authentic” (pros to
kata tauta echon blepon aei, Timaeus 28A; cf. pros ton theon blepein, Phaedrus 253A), and
thus “by inwit (intuition) of what really is” (peri to on ontés ennoiais, Philebus 59D).
Just so in India, it is only when the senses have been withdrawn from their objects,
only when the eye has been turned round (advrita caksus), and with the eye of
Gnosis (jridna caksus), that the reality can be apprehended.

52. The contemplative actus primus (theéria, Skr. dhi, dhydna) and operative actus
secundus (apergasia, Skr. karma) of the Scholastic philosophers.

53. “One man is able to beget the productions of art, but the ability to judge of
their utility (dphelia) or harmfulness to their users belongs to another” (Phaedrus
274E). The two men are united in the whole man and complete connoisseur, as
they are in the Divine Architect whose “judgments” are recorded in Gen. 1:25 and
31.

54. Laws 667; for a need as first and last cause, see Republic 369BC. As to “whole-
someness,” cf. Richard Bernheimer, in Art: A Bryn Mawr Symposium (Bryn Mawr,
1940), pp. 28-29: “There should be a deep ethical purpose in all of art, of which
the classical aesthetic was fully aware ... To have forgotten this purpose before the
mirage of absolute patterns and designs is perhaps the fundamental fallacy of the
abstract movement in art.” The modern abstractionist forgets that the Neolithic
formalist was not an interior decorator but a metaphysical man who had to live by
his wits.

The indivisibility of beauty and use is affirmed in Xenophon, Memorabilia 111.8.8,
“that the same house is both beautiful and useful was a lesson in the art of build-
ing houses as they ought to be” (cf. IV.6.9). “Omnis enim artifex intendit produc-
ere opus pulcrum et utile et stabile ... Scientia reddit opus pulcrum, voluntas reddit
utile, perseverantia reddit stabile.” (St. Bonaventura, De reductione artium ad theolo-
giam 13; tr. de Vinck: “Every maker intends to produce a beautiful, useful, and
enduring object ... Knowledge makes a work beautiful, the will makes it useful, and
perseverance makes it enduring.”) So for St. Augustine, the stylus is “et in suo
genere pulcher, et ad usum nostrum accommodatus” (De vera religione 39). Philo
defines art as “a system of concepts co-ordinated towards some useful end” (Congr.
141). Only those whose notion of utility is solely with reference to bodily needs, or
on the other hand, the pseudomystics who despise the body rather than use it,
vaunt the “uselessness” of art: so Gautier, “ll n’y a de vraiment beau que ce qui ne
peut servir a rien; tout ce qui est utile est laid” (quoted by Dorothy Richardson,
“Saintsbury and Art for Art’s Sake in England,” PMLA, XLIX, 1944, 245), and Paul
Valéry (see Coomaraswamy, Why Exhibit Works of Art? 1943, p. 95). Gautier’s cynical
“tout ce qui est utile est laid” adequately illustrates Ruskin’s “industry without art
is brutality”; a more scathing judgment of the modern world in which utilities are
really ugly could hardly be imagined. As H. J. Massingham said, “The combination
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of use and beauty is part of what used to be called ‘the natural law’ and is indis-
pensable for self-preservation,” and it is because of the neglect of this principle that
civilization “is perishing” (This Plot of Earth, London, 1944, p. 176). The modern
world is dying of its own squalor just because its concept of practical utility is limit-
ed to that which “can be used directly for the destruction of human life or for
accentuating the present inequalities in the distribution of wealth” (Hardy, A
Mathematician’s Apology, p. 120, note), and it is only under these unprecedented
conditions that it could have been propounded by the escapists that the useful and
the beautiful are opposites.

55. Laws 668C, 669AB, 670E.

56. Laws 860C.

57. Philebus 61B-D.

58. Republic 376E, 410-412, 521E-522A.

59. Republic 519-520, 539E, Laws 644, and 803 in conjunction with 807. Cf. BG III.I-
25; also Coomaraswamy, “Lila,” 1941, and “Play and Seriousness,” 1942.

60. Deut. 8:3, Luke 4:4, John 6:58.

61. R. R. Schmidt, Dawn of the Human Mind (Der Geist der Forzeit), tr. R.A.S.
Macalister (London, 1936), p. 167.

62. Republic 495E; cf. 522B, 611D, Theaetetus 173AB. That “industry without art is
brutality” is hardly flattering to those whose admiration of the industrial system is
equal to their interest in it. Aristotle defines as “slaves” those who have nothing but
their bodies to offer (Politics 1.5.1254b 18). It is on the work of such “slaves,” or lit-
erally “prostitutes,” that the industrial system of production for profit ultimately
rests. Their political freedom does not make of assembly-line workers and other
“base mechanics” what Plato means by “free men.”

63. Republic 395B, 500D. Cf. Philo, De opificio mundi 78.
64. Republic 433B, 443C.

65. Republic 370C; cf. 347E, 374BC, 406C. Paul Shorey had the naiveté to see in
Plato’s conception of a vocational society an anticipation of Adam Smith’s division
of labor; see The Republic, tr. and ed. P. Shorey (LCL, 1935), I, 150-151, note b.
Actually, no two conceptions could be more contrary. In Plato’s division of labor it
is taken for granted not that the artist is a special kind of man but that every man
is a special kind of artist; his specialization is for the good of all concerned, pro-
ducer and consumer alike. Adam Smith’s division benefits no one but the manu-
facturer and salesman. Plato, who detested any “fractioning of human faculty”
(Republic 395B), could hardly have seen in our division of labor a type of justice.
Modern research has rediscovered that “workers are not governed primarily by eco-
nomic motives” (see Stuart Chase, “What Makes the Worker Like to Work?” Reader’s
Digest, February 1941, p. 19).

66. Chuang-tzu, as quoted by Arthur Waley, Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China
(London, 1939), p. 62. It is not true to say that “the artist is a mercenary living by
the sale of his own works” (F. J. Mather, Concerning Beauty, Princeton, 1935, p. 240).
He is not working in order to make money but accepts money (or its equivalent)
in order to be able to go on working at his living—and I say “working at his living”
because the man is what he does.
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67. “A man attains perfection by devotion to his own work ... by his own work prais-
ing Him who wove this all ... Whoever does the work appointed by his own nature
incurs no sin” (BG XVIII.45-46).

68. Republic 395C. See Aristotle on “leisure,” Nicomachean Ethics X.7.5-7.1177Db.
69. Republic 377E, Symposium 196E.

70. H. J. Rose, A Handbook of Greek Mythology (2d ed., London, 1933), p. 11. Clement
Greenberg (in The Nation, April 19, 1941, p. 481) tells us that the “modern painter
derives his inspiration from the very physical materials he works with.” Both critics
forget the customary distinction of spirit from matter. What their statements actu-
ally mean is that the modern artist may be excited, but is not inspired.

71. Eckhart, Evans ed., II, 211; cf. Laws 892BC.
72. Homer, Odyssey XIX.138
73. Theogony 31-32.

74. John 8:28; cf. 5:19 and 30, 7:16 and 18 (“He that speaketh from himself seeketh
his own glory”). A column in Parnassus, XIII (May 1941), 189, comments on the
female nude as Maillol’s “exclusive inspiration.” That is mere hot air; Renoir was
not afraid to call a spade a spade when he said with what brush he painted.

75. Purgatorio XXIV.52-54.

76. Phaedrus 260E; Symposium 201C (on the irrefutable truth).
77. Timaeus 69C, 90A.

78. Hippias Major 288D.

79. Symposium 197A.

80. Ambrose on I Cor. 12:3, cited in Sum. Theol. I-11.109.1. Note that “a quocumque
dicatur” contradicts the claim that it is only Christian truth that is “revealed.”

81. Ion 533D. For the passage on inspiration, see lon 533D-536D. Plato’s doctrine
of inspiration is not “mechanical” but “dynamic”; in a later theology it became a
matter for debate in which of these two ways the Spirit actuates the interpreter.

82. Ion 533E, 534B. gignomai here is used in the radical sense of “coming into a new
state of being.” Cf. Phaedrus 279B, kalo genesthai tandothen, “May 1 be born in beau-
ty inwardly,” i.e., born of the immanent deity (d’ en hémin theio, Timaeus 90D),
authentic and divine beauty (auto to theion kalon, Symposium 211E:). The New
Testament equivalents are “in the Spirit” and “born again of the Spirit.”

83. Ion 534B. “The madness that comes of God is superior to the sanity which is of
human origin” (Phaedrus 244D, 245A). Cf. Timaeus 71D-72B, Laws 719C; and MU
VI.34.7, “When one attains to mindlessness, that is the last step.” The subject needs
a longer explanation; briefly, the supralogical is superior to the logical, the logical
to the illogical.

84. “The God” is the Immanent Spirit, Daimon, Eros. “He is a maker (poiétés) so
really wise (sophos) that he is the cause of making in others” (Symposium 196E). The
voice is “enigmatic” (Timaeus 72B), and poetry, therefore, “naturally enigmatic”
(Alcibiades 11 147B), so that in “revelation” (scripture, Skr. sruti, “what was heard”)
we see “through a glass darkly” (en ainigmati, I Cor. 13:12). Because divination is of
a Truth that cannot (with human faculties) be seen directly (Skr. s@ksat), the sooth-
sayer must speak in symbols (whether verbal or visual), which are reflections of the
Truth; it is for us to understand and use the symbols as supports of contemplation
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and with a view to “recollection.” It is because the symbols are things seen “through
a glass” that contemplation is “speculation.”

85. See Ion 534, 535. Related passages have been cited in notes 82-84, above. The
last words refer to the diversity of the gifts of the spirit; see I Cor. 12:4-11.

86. “What we call ‘chants’ ... are evidently in reality ‘incantations’ seriously desig-
nated to produce in souls that harmony of which we have been speaking” (Laws
659E; cf. 665C, 656E, 660B, 668-669, 812C, Republic 399, 424). Such incantations
are called mantras in Sanskrit.

87. Timaeus 90D. The whole purpose of contemplation and yoga is to reach that
state of being in which there is no longer any distinction of knower from known,
or being from knowing. It is just from this point of view that while all the arts are
imitative, it matters so much what is imitated, a reality or an effect, for we become
like what we think most about. “One comes to be of just such stuff as that on which
the mind is set” (MU VI.34).

88. “To become like God (homoidsis thed), so far as that is possible, is to ‘escape’”
(Theaetetus 176B; phugé here = lusis = Skr. moksa). “But we all, with open face behold-
ing as in a glass the glory of the Lord, are changed into the same image ... looking
not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen ... the things
which ... are eternal” (II Cor. 3:18, 4:18). “This likeness begins now again to be
formed in us” (St. Augustine, De spiritu et littera 37). Cf. Coomaraswamy, “The
Traditional Conception of Ideal Portraiture,” in Why Exhibit Works o f Art?, 1943.
89. Timaeus 90D.

90. AB VI1.27

91. Republic 409-410.

92. See Coomaraswamy, “Ornament.”

93. Walter Andrae, Die ionische Siiule (Berlin, 1933), p. 65. The same scholar writes,
with reference to pottery, especially that of the Stone Age and with reference to
Assyrian glazing, “Ceramic art in the service of Wisdom, the wisdom that activates
knowledge to the level of the spiritual, indeed the divine, as science does to earth-
bound things of all kinds. Service is here a voluntary, entirely self-sacrificing and
entirely conscious dedication of the personality ... as it is and should be in true
divine worship. Only this service is worthy of art, of ceramic art. To make the pri-
mordial truth intelligible, to make the unheard audible, to enunciate the primor-
dial word, to illustrate the primordial image—such is the task of art, or it is not art.”
(“Keramik im Dienste der Weisheit,” Berichte der deutschen keramischen Gesellschafft,
XVIL12 [1936], 623.) Cf. Timaeus 28AB.

94. SB VIII,1.2.8; AB V.23; TS IL.5.1L5; JUB 1.33.4 (karoty eva vica ... gamayati man-
asa). Vac is the Muse, and as the Muses are the daughters of Zeus, so is Vac the
daughter of the Progenitor, of Intellect (Manas, nous)—i.e., intellectus vel spiritus,
“the habit of First Principles.” As Sarasvati she bears the lute and is seated on the
Sunbird as vehicle.

95. “This the ‘Beatitude’ (dnanda) of Brahma, that by means of Intellect (Manas,
nous), his highest form, he betakes himself to ‘the Woman’ (Vac); a son like him-
self is born of her” (BU IV.1.6). The son is Agni, brhad uktha, the Logos.

96. RV X.31.2 (sreyansam daksam manasa jagrbhydt); BD 11.84. The governing author-
ity is always masculine, the power feminine.
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97. AB V.33, etc. Sri as brahmavadini is “Theologia.”

98.SB I11.2.4.11; cf. “the Asura’s gibberish” (SB II1.2.1.23). It is because of the dual
possibility of an application of the Voice to the statement of truth or falsehood that
she is called the “double-faced”—i.e., “two-tongued” (SB II1.2.4.16). These two pos-
sibilities correspond to Plato’s distinction of the Uranian from the Pandemic
(Pandémos) and disordered (ataktos) Aphrodite, one the mother of the Uranian or
Cosmic Eros, the other, the “Queen of Various Song” (Polumnia) and mother of the
Pandemic Eros (Symposium 180DE, 187E, Laws 840E).

99. Republic 399E.
100. JB 11.69, 70, and 73.
101. JBIII1.2.4.1-6 and 16-22; cf. 1I1.2.1.19-23.

102. Samkhyanam is “reckoning” or “calculation” and corresponds in more senses
than one to Plato’s logismos. We have seen that accuracy (orthotés, integritas) is the
first requirement for good art, and that this amounts to saying that art is essential-
ly iconography, to be distinguished by its logic from merely emotional and instinc-
tive expression. It is precisely the precision of “classical” and “canonical” art that
modern feeling most resents; we demand organic forms adapted to an “in-feeling”
(Einfiihlung) rather than the measured forms that require “in-sight” (Einsehen).

A good example of this can be cited in Lars-Ivar Ringbom’s “Entstehung und
Entwicklung der Spiralornamentik,” in Acta Archaeologica, IV (1933), 151—200.
Ringbom demonstrates first the extraordinary perfection of early spiral ornament
and shows how even its most complicated forms must have been produced with the
aid of simple {ools. But he resents this “measured” perfection, as of something
“known and deliberately made, the work of the intellect rather than a psychic ex-
pression” (“sie ist bewusst und willkiirlich gemacht, mehr Verstandesarbeit als seel-
ischer Ausdruck”) and admires the later “forms of freer growth, approximating
more to those of Nature.” These organic (“organisch-gewachsen”) forms are the
“psychological expression of man’s instinctive powers, that drive him more and
more to representation and figuration.” Ringbom could hardly have better
described the kind of art that Plato would have called unworthy of free men; the
free man is not “driven by forces of instinct.” What Plato admired was precisely not
the organic and figurative art that was coming into fashion in his time, but the for-
mal and canonical art of Egypt that remained constant for what he thought had
been ten thousand years, for there it had been possible “for those modes that are
by nature correct to be canonized and held forever sacred” (Laws 656-657; cf.
798AB, 799A). There “art ... was not for the delectation ... of the senses” (Earl
Baldwin Smith, Egyptian Architecture, New York, 1938, p. 27).

103. AA 111.2.6, sa candobhir Giménam samadadhat; AB V1.27, candomayam ... aGtmanam
samskurute.

104. For what Plato means by wings, see Phaedrus 246-256 and Ion 534B. “It is as a
bird that the Sacrificer reaches the world of heaven” (PB V.3.5). Phaedrus 247BC
corresponds to PB XIV.1.12-13, “Those who reach the top of the great tree, how do
they fare thereafter? Those who have wings fly forth, those that are wingless fall
down”; the former are the “wise,” the latter the “foolish” (cf. Phaedrus 249C, “It is
only the philosopher’s discriminating mind that is winged”). For the Gandharva
(Eros) as a winged “maker” and as such the archetype of human poets, see RV
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X.177.2 and JUB IIL.36. For “metrical wings,” see PB X.4.5 and XIX.11.8; JUB
111.13.10; AV VII1.9.12. The meters are “birds” (TS VI.1.6.1; PB XIX.11.8).

105. SA VIII.10.

106. BG I1.50, yogah karmasu kausalam. If yoga is also the “renunciation” (samnydsa)
of works (BG V.1 and VI.2), this is only another way of saying the same thing, since
this renunciation is essentially the abandonment of the notion “I am the doer” and
a reference of the works to their real author whose skill is infallible: “The Father
that dwelleth in me, he doeth the works” (John 14:10).

107. SA VIL5 and 7; cf. Phaedo 61AB.

108. What is meant by vidyd as opposed to avidyd is explicit in Phaedrus 247C—E,
“All true knowledge is concerned with what is colorless, formless and intangible
(Skr. avarna, aripa, agrahya)” “not such knowledge as has a beginning and varies as
it is associated with one or another of the things that we now call realities, but that
which is really real (Skr. satyasya satyam).” Cf. CU VIL.16.1 and 17.1, with commen-
tary; also Philebus 58A.

109. SA XIV.2.
110. CU 1.7.6-7. Cf. Coomaraswamy, “The Sun-kiss,” 1940, p. 49, n. 11.

111. For all the statements in this paragraph, see CU 1.6-9; Sahitya Darpana 1.4-6;
and Dasartipa 1.12-14.

112. See John D. Wild, Plato’s Theory of Man (Cambridge, Mass., 1946), p. 84.
113. Timaeus 22BC.

114. In The Nation (December 10, 1938). Cf. Socrates’ dictum at the head of this
chapter.
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The Bugbear of Literacy

It was possible for Aristotle,! starting from the premise that a
man, being actually cultured, may also become literate, to ask
whether there is a necessary or merely an accidental connection of
literacy with culture. Such a question can hardly arise for us, to
whom illiteracy implies, as a matter of course, ignorance, back-
wardness, unfitness for self-government: for us, unlettered peoples
are uncivilized peoples, and vice versa—as a recent publisher’s
blurb expresses it: “The greatest force in civilization is the collective
wisdom of a literate people.”

There are reasons for this point of view; they inhere in the dis-
tinction of a people, or folk, from a proletariat, that of a social
organism from a human ant heap. For a proletariat, literacy is a
practical and cultural necessity. We may remark in passing that
necessities are not always goods in themselves, out of their context;
some, like wooden legs, are advantageous only to men already
maimed. However that may be, it remains that literacy is a necessity
Jfor us, and from both points of view; (1) because our industrial sys-
tem can only be operated and profits can only be made by men pro-
vided with at least an elementary knowledge of the “three R’s”; and
(2) because, where there is no longer any necessary connection
between one’s “skill” (now a timesaving “economy of motion”
rather than a control of the product) and one’s “wisdom,” the pos-
sibility of culture depends so much on our ability to read the best
books. We say “possibility” here because, whereas the literacy actu-
ally produced by compulsory mass education often involves little or
no more than an ability and the will to read the newspapers and
advertisements, an actually cultured man under these conditions
will be one who has studied many books in many languages, and this
is not a kind of knowledge that can be handed out to everyone
under “compulsion” (even if any nation could afford the needed
quantity and quality of teachers) or that could be acquired by
everyone, however ambitious.
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We have allowed that in industrial societies, where it is assumed
that man is made for commerce and where men are cultured, if at
all, in spite of rather than because of their environment, literacy is
a necessary skill. It will naturally follow that if, on the principle that
misery loves company, we are planning to industrialize the rest of
the world, we are also in duty bound to train it in Basic English, or
words to that effect—American is already a language of exclusively
external relationships, a tradesman’s tongue—lest the other peo-
ples should be unable to compete effectively with us. Competition
is the life of trade, and gangsters must have rivals.

In the present article we are concerned with something else,
viz., the assumption that, even for societies not yet industrialized, lit-
eracy is “an unqualified good and an indispensible condition of cul-
ture.”? The vast majority of the world’s population is still
unindustrialized and unlettered, and there are peoples still
“unspoiled” (in the interior of Borneo): but the average American
who knows of no other way of living than his own, judges that
“unlettered” means “uncultured,” as if this majority consisted only
of a depressed class in the context of his own environment. It is
because of this, as well as for some meaner reasons, not unrelated
to “imperial” interests, that when we propose not merely to exploit
but also to educate “the lesser breeds without the [i.e. our] law” we
inflict upon them profound, and often lethal, injuries. We say
“lethal” rather than “fatal” here because it is precisely a destruction
of their memories that is involved. We overlook that “education” is
never creative, but a two-edged weapon, always destructive; whether
of ignorance or of knowledge depending upon the educator’s wis-
dom or folly. Too often fools rush in where angels might fear to
tread.

As against the complacent prejudice we shall essay to show (1)
that there is no necessary connection of literacy with culture, and
(2) that to impose our literacy (and our contemporary “literature”)
upon a cultured but illiterate people is to destroy their culture in
the name of our own. For the sake of brevity we shall assume with-
out argument that “culture” implies an ideal quality and a good
form that can be realized by all men irrespective of condition: and,
since we are treating of culture chiefly as expressed in words, we
shall identify culture with “poetry”; not having in view the kind of
poetry that nowadays babbles of green fields or that merely reflects
social behavior or our private reactions to passing events, but with
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reference to that whole class of prophetic literature that includes
the Bible, the Vedas, the Edda, the great epics, and in general the
world’s “best books,” and the most philosophical if we agree with
Plato that “wonder is the beginning of philosophy.” Of these
“books” many existed long before they were written down, many
have never been written down, and others have been or will be lost.

We shall have now to make some quotations from the works of
men whose “culture” cannot be called in question; for while the
merely literate are often very proud of their literacy, such as it is, it
is only by men who are “not only literate but also cultured” that it
has been widely recognized that “letters” at their best are only a
means to an end and never an end in themselves, or, indeed, that
“the letter kills.” A “literary” man, if ever there was one, the late
Professor G. L. Kittredge writes:® “It requires a combined effort of
the reason and the imagination to conceive a poet as a person who
cannot write, singing or reciting his verses to an audience that can-
not read ... The ability of oral tradition to transmit great masses of
verse for hundreds of years is proved and admitted ... To this oral
literature, as the French call it, education is no friend. Culture
destroys it, sometimes with amazing rapidity. When a nation begins to
read ... what was once the possession of the folk as a whole, becomes the her-
itage of the illiterate only, and soon, unless it is gathered up by the anti-
quary, vanishes altogether.” Mark, too, that this oral literature once
belonged “to the whole people ... the community whose intellectu-
al interests are the same from the top of the social structure to the
bottom,” while in the reading society it is accessible only to anti-
quaries, and is no longer bound up with everyday life. A point of
further importance is this: that the traditional oral literatures inter-
ested not only all classes, but also all ages of the population; while the
books that are nowadays written expressly “for children” are such as
no mature mind could tolerate; it is now only the comic strips that
appeal alike to children who have been given nothing better and at
the same time to “adults” who have never grown up.

It is in just the same way that music is thrown away; folk songs
are lost to the people at the same time that they are collected and
“putin a bag”; and in the same way that the “preservation” of a peo-
ple’s art in folk museums is a funeral rite, for preservatives are only
necessary when the patient has already died. Nor must we suppose
that “community singing” can take the place of folk song; its level
can be no higher than that of the Basic English in which our under-
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graduates must be similarly drilled, if they are to understand even
the language of their elementary textbooks.

In other words, “Universal compulsory education, of the type
introduced at the end of the last century, has not fulfilled ex-
pectations by producing happier and more effective citizens; on the
contrary, it has created readers of the yellow press and cinema-
goers” (Karl Otten). A master who can himself not only read, but
also write good classical Latin and Greek, remarks that “there is no
doubt of the quantitative increase in literacy of a kind, and amid the
general satisfaction that something is being multiplied it escapes
enquiry whether the something is profit or deficit.” He is discussing
only the “worst effects” of enforced literacy, and concludes:
“Learning and wisdom have often been divided; perhaps the clear-
est result of modern literacy has been to maintain and enlarge the
gulf.”

Douglas Hyde remarks that “in vain have disinterested visitors
opened wide eyes of astonishment at schoolmasters who knew no
Irish being appointed to teach pupils who knew no English ...
Intelligent children endowed with a vocabulary in every day use of
about three thousand words enter the Schools of the Chief
Commissioner, to come out at the end with their natural vivacity
gone, their intelligence almost completely sapped, their splendid
command of their native language lost forever, and a vocabulary of
five or six hundred English words, badly pronounced and bar-
barously employed, substituted for it ... Story, lay, poem, song,
aphorism, proverb, and the unique stock in trade of an Irish speak-
er’s mind, is gone forever, and replaced by nothing ... The children are
taught, if nothing else, to be ashamed of their own parents,
ashamed of their own nationality, ashamed of their own names ... It
is a remarkable system of ‘education’”*—this system that you, “civi-
lized and literate” Americans, have inflicted upon your own
Amerindians, and that all imperial races are still inflicting upon
their subjected peoples, and would like to impose upon their
allies—the Chinese, for example.

The problem involved is both of languages and what is said in
them. As for language, let us bear in mind, in the first place, that no
such thing as a “primitive language,” in the sense of one having a
limited vocabulary fitted only to express the simplest external rela-
tionships, is known. Much rather, that is a condition to which,
under certain circumstances and as the result of “nothing-morist”
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philosophies, languages tend, rather than one from which they
originate; for example, 90 per cent of our American “literacy” is a
two-syllabled affair.”

In the seventeenth century Robert Knox said of the Sinhalese
that “their ordinary Plow-men and Husbandmen do speak ele-
gantly, and are full of complement. And there is no difference of
ability and speech of a Country-man and a Courtier.”® Abundant tes-
timony to the like effect could be cited from all over the world.
Thus of Gaelic, J. F. Campbell wrote, “I am inclined to think that
dialect the best which is spoken by the most illiterate in the islands
..men with clear heads and wonderful memories, generally very
poor and old, living in remote corners of remote islands, and speak-
ing only Gaelic,” and he quotes Hector Maclean, who says that the
loss of their oral literature is due “partly to reading ... partly to big-
oted religious ideas, and partly to narrow utilitarian views”—which
are, precisely, the three typical forms in which modern civilization
impresses itself upon the older cultures. Alexander Carmichael says
that “the people of Lews, like the people of the Highlands and
Islands generally, carry the Scriptures in their minds and apply
them in their speech ... Perhaps no people had a fuller ritual of
song and story, of secular rite and religious ceremony ... than the ill-
understood and so-called illiterate Highlanders of Scotland.”

St. Barbe Baker tells us that in Central Africa “my trusted friend
and companion was an old man who could not read or write,
though well versed in stories of the past ... The old chiefs listened
enthralled ... Under the present system of education there is grave
risk that much of this may be lost.”™ W. G. Archer points out that
“unlike the English system in which one could pass one’s life with-
out coming into contact with poetry, the Uraon tribal system uses
poetry as a vital appendix to dancing, marriages and the cultivation
of a crop—functions in which all Uraons join as a part of their trib-
al life,” adding that “if we have to single out the factor which caused
the decline of English village culture, we should have to say it was
literacy.”'? In an older England, as Prior and Gardner remind us,
“even the ignorant and unlettered man could read the meaning of
sculptures that now only trained archeologists can interpret.”!

The anthropologist Paul Radin points out that “the distortion in
our whole psychic life and in our whole apperception of the exter-
nal realities produced by the invention of the alphabet, the whole
tendency of which has been to elevate thought and thinking to the
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rank of the exclusive proof of all verities, never occurred among
primitive peoples,” adding that “it must be explicitly recognized
that in temperament and in capacity for logical and symbolical
thought, there is no difference between civilized and primitive
man,” and as to “progress,” that none in ethnology will ever be
achieved “until scholars rid themselves, once and for all, of the curi-
ous notion that everything possesses an evolutionary history; until
they realize that certain ideas and certain concepts are as ultimate
for man”'? as his physical constitution. “The distinction of peoples
in a state of nature from civilized peoples can no longer be main-
tained.”?

We have so far considered only the dicta of literary men. A real-
ly “savage” situation and point of view are recorded by Tom
Harrisson, from the New Hebrides. “The children are educated by
listening and watching ... Without writing, memory is perfect, tradi-
tion exact. The growing child is taught all that is known
Intangible things cooperate in every effort of making, from con-
ception to canoe-building ... Songs are a form of story-telling ... The
lay-out and content in the thousand myths which every child learns
(often word perfect, and one story may last for hours) are a whole
library ... the hearers are held in a web of spun words”; they con-
verse together “with that accuracy and pattern of beauty in words
that we have lost.” And what do they think of us? “The natives easi-
ly learn to write after white impact. They regard it as a curious and
useless performance. They say: ‘Cannot a man remember and
speak?’”!* They consider us “mad,” and may be right.

When we set out to “educate” the South Sea Islanders it is gen-
erally in order to make them more useful to ourselves (this was
admittedly the beginning of “English education” in India), or to
“convert” them to our way of thinking; not having in view to intro-
duce them to Plato. But if we or they should happen upon Plato, it
might startle both to find that their protest, “Cannot a man remem-
ber?” is also his.!> “For,” he says, “this invention [of letters] will pro-
duce forgetfulness in the minds of those who learn to use it,
because they will not exercise their memory. Their trust in writing,
produced by external characters which are no part of themselves,
will discourage the use of their own memory within them. You have
invented an elixir not of memory, but of reminding; and you offer your
pupils the appearance of wisdom, not true wisdom, for they will
read many things without teaching, and will therefore seem to know
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many things [Professor E. K. Rand’s “more and more of less and
less”], when they are for the most part ignorant and hard to get
along with, since they are not wise but only wiseacres.” He goes on
to say that there is another kind of “word,” of higher origin and
greater power than the written (or as we should say, the printed
word) and maintains that the wise man, “when in earnest, will not
write in ink” dead words that cannot teach the truth effectively, but
will sow the seeds of wisdom in souls that are able to receive them
and so “to pass them on forever.”

There is nothing strange or peculiar in Plato’s point of view; it is
one, for example, with which every cultured Indian unaffected by
modern European influences would agree wholly. It will suffice to
cite that great scholar of Indian languages, Sir George A. Grierson,
who says that “the ancient Indian system by which literature is
recorded not on paper but on the memory, and carried down from
generation to generation of teachers and pupils, is still [1920] in
complete survival in Kashmir. Such fleshly tables of the heart are
often more trustworthy than birch bark or paper manuscripts. The
reciters, even when learned Pandits, take every care to deliver the
messages word for word,” and records taken down from profession-
al storytellers are thus “in some respects more valuable than any
written manuscript.”®

From the Indian point of view a man can only be said to know
what he knows by heart; what he must go to a book to be reminded
of, he merely knows of. There are hundreds of thousands of Indians
even now who daily repeat from knowledge by heart either the
whole or some large part of the Bhagavad Gitd; others more learned
can recite hundreds of thousands of verses of longer texts. It was
from a traveling village singer in Kashmir that I first heard sung the
Odes of the classical Persian poet, Jalalu’d-Din Rami. From the ear-
liest times, Indians have thought of the learned man, not as one
who has read much, but as one who has been profoundly taught. It
is much rather from a master than from any book that wisdom can
be learned.

We come now to the last part of our problem, which has to do
with the characteristic preoccupations of the oral and the written lit-
erature; for although no hard and fast line can be drawn between
them, there is a qualitative and thematic distinction, as between lit-
eratures that were originally oral and those that are created, so to
speak, on paper—"In the beginning was the WORD.” The distinc-
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tion is largely of poetry from prose and myth from fact. The quality
of oral literature is essentially poetical, its content essentially mythi-
cal, and its preoccupation with the spiritual adventures of heroes:
the quality of originally written literature is essentially prosaic, its
content literal, and its preoccupation with secular events and with
personalities. In saying “poetical” we mean to imply “mantic,” and
are naturally taking for granted that the “poetic” is a literary quali-
ty, and not merely a literary (versified) form. Contemporary poetry
is essentially and inevitably of the same caliber as modern prose;
both are equally opinionated, and the best in either embodies a few
“happy thoughts” rather than any certainty. As a famous gloss
expresses it, “Unbelief is for the mob.” We who can call an art “sig-
nificant,” knowing not of what, are also proud to “progress,” we
know not whither.

Plato maintains that one who is in earnest will not write, but
teach; and that if the wise man writes at all, it will be either only for
amusement—mere “belles lettres”—or to provide reminders for
himself when his memory is weakened by old age. We know exactly
what Plato means by the words “in earnest”; it is not about human
affairs or personalities, but about the eternal verities, the nature of
real being, and the nourishment of our immortal part, that the wise
man will be in earnest. Our mortal part can survive “by bread
alone,” but it is by the Myth that our Inner Man is fed; or, if we sub-
stitute for the true myths the propagandist myths of “race,” “uplift,”
“progress,” and “civilizing mission,” the Inner Man starves. The writ-
ten text, as Plato says, can serve those whose memories have been
weakened by old age. Thus itis that in the senility of culture we have
found it necessary to “preserve” the masterpieces of art in muse-
ums, and at the same time to record in writing and so also to “pre-
serve” (if only for scholars) as much as can be “collected” of oral
literatures that would otherwise be lost forever; and this must be
done before it is too late.

All serious students of human societies are agreed that agri-
culture and handicraft are essential foundations of any civilization;
the primary meaning of the word being that of making a home for
oneself. But, as Albert Schweitzer says, “We proceed as if not agri-
culture and handicraft, but reading and writing were the beginning
of civilization,” and, “from schools which are mere copies of those
of Europe they [“natives”] are turned out as ‘educated’ persons,
that is, who think themselves superior to manual work, and want to
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follow only commercial or intellectual callings those who go
through the schools are mostly lost to agriculture and handicraft.”!”
As that great missionary, Charles Johnson of Zululand, also said,
“the central idea [of the mission schools] was to prize individuals off
the mass of the national life.”

Our literary figures of thought, for example, the notions of “cul-
ture” (analogous to agriculture), “wisdom” (originally “skill”), and
“asceticism” (originally “hard work”), are derived from the produc-
tive and constructive arts; for, as St. Bonaventura says, “There is
nothing therein which does not bespeak a true wisdom, and it is for
this reason that Holy Scripture very properly makes use of such sim-
iles.”’® In normal societies, the necessary labors of production and
construction are no mere “jobs,” but also rites, and the poetry and
music that are associated with them are a kind of liturgy. The “less-
er mysteries” of the crafts are a natural preparation for the greater
“mysteries of the kingdom of heaven.” But for us, who can no
longer think in terms of Plato’s divine “justice” of which the social
aspect is vocational, that Christ was a carpenter and the son of a car-
penter was only an historical accident; we read, but do not under-
stand that where we speak of primary matter as “wood,” we must
also speak of Him “through whom all things were made” as a “car-
penter.” At the best, we interpret the classical figures of thought,
not in their universality but as figures of speech invented by indi-
vidual authors. Where literacy becomes an only skill, “the collective
wisdom of a literate people” may be only a collective ignorance—
while “backward communities are the oral libraries of the world’s
ancient cultures.”?

The purpose of our educational activities abroad is to assimilate
our pupils to our ways of thinking and living. It is not easy for any
foreign teacher to acknowledge Ruskin’s truth, that there is one way
only to help others, and that that is, not to train them in our way of
living (however bigoted our faith in it may be), but to find out what
they have been trying to do, and were doing before we came, and if
possible help them to do it better. Some Jesuit missionaries in China
are actually sent to remote villages and required to earn their living
there by the practice of an indigenous craft for at least two years
before they are allowed to teach at all. Some such condition as this
ought to be imposed upon all foreign teachers, whether in mission
or government schools. How dare we forget that we are dealing with
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peoples “whose intellectual interests are the same from the top of
the social structure to the bottom,” and for whom our unfortunate
distinctions of religious from secular learning, fine from applied
art, and significance from use have not yet been made? When we
have introduced these distinctions and have divided an “educated”
from a still “illiterate” class, it is to the latter that we must turn if we
want to study the language, the poetry, and the whole culture of
these peoples, “before it is too late.”

In speaking of a “proselytizing fury” in a former article I had not
only in view the activities of professed missionaries but more gener-
ally those of everyone bent by the weight of the white man’s burden
and anxious to confer the “blessings” of our civilization upon oth-
ers. What lies below this fury, of which our punitive expeditions and
“wars of pacification” are only more evident manifestations? It
would not be too much to say that our educational activities abroad
(a word that must be taken to include the American Indian reser-
vations) are motivated by an intention to destroy existing cultures.
And that is not only, I think, because of our conviction of the
absolute superiority of our Kultur, and consequent contempt and
hatred for whatever else we have not understood all those for whom
the economic motive is not decisive, but grounded in an un-
conscious and deep-rooted envy of the serenity and leisure that we
cannot help but recognize in people whom we call “unspoiled.” It
irks us that these others, who are neither, as we are, industrialized
nor, as we are, “democratic,” should nevertheless be contented; we
feel bound to discontent them, and especially to discontent their
women, who might learn from us to work in factories or to find
careers. I used the word Kultur deliberately just now, because there
is not much real difference between the Germans’ will to enforce
their culture upon the backward races of the rest of Europe and our
determination to enforce our own upon the rest of the world; the
methods employed in their case may be more evidently brutal, but
the kind of will involved is the same.?’ As I implied above, that “mis-
ery loves company” is the true and unacknowledged basis of our will
to create a brave new world of uniformly literate mechanics. This
was recently repeated to a group of young American workmen, one
of whom responded, “And are we miserable!”

But however we may be whistling in the dark when we pride our-
selves upon “the collective wisdom of a literate people,” regardless
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of what is read by the “literates,” the primary concern of the pres-
ent essay is not with the limitations and defects of modern Western
education in situ, but with the spread of an education of this type
elsewhere. Our real concern is with the fallacy involved in the
attachment of an absolute value to literacy, and the very dangerous
consequences that are involved in the setting up of “literacy” as a
standard by which to measure the cultures of unlettered peoples.
Our blind faith in literacy not only obscures for us the significance
of other skills, so that we care not under what subhuman conditions
a man may have to learn his living, if only he can read, no matter
what, in his hours of leisure; it is also one of the fundamental
grounds of inter-racial prejudice and becomes a prime factor in the
spiritual impoverishment of all the “backward” people whom we
propose to “civilize.”
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On the Pertinence of Philosophy

“Wisdom uncreate, the same now as it ever was, and the same
to be for evermore.” St. Augustine, Confessions, IX. 10.

“Primordial and present Witness.”
Prakasananda, Siddhantamuktavali, 44

I. Definition and Status of Philosophy, or Wisdom

To discuss the “problems of philosophy” presupposes a defini-
tion of “philosophy.” It will not be contested that “philosophy”
implies rather the love of wisdom than the love of knowledge, nor
secondarily that from the “love of wisdom,” philosophy has come by
a natural transition to mean the doctrine of those who love wisdom
and are called philosophers.!

Now knowledge as such is not the mere report of the senses (the
reflection of anything in the retinal mirror may be perfect, in an
animal or idiot, and yet is not knowledge), nor the mere act of
recognition (names being merely a means of alluding to the afore-
said reports), but is an abstraction from these reports, in which
abstraction the names of the things are used as convenient substi-
tutes for the things themselves. Knowledge is not then of individual
presentations, but of types of presentation; in other words, of things
in their intelligible aspect, i.e. of the being that things have in the
mind of the knower, as principles, genera and species. In so far as
knowledge is directed to the attainment of ends it is called practical;
in so far as it remains in the knower, theoretical or speculative.
Finally, we cannot say that a man knows wisely, but that he knows
well; wisdom takes knowledge for granted and governs the move-
ment of the will with respect to things known; or we may say that wis-
dom is the criterion of value, according to which a decision is made
to act or not to act in any given case or universally. Which will apply
not merely to external acts, but also to contemplative or theoretical
acts.
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Philosophy, accordingly, is a wisdom about knowledge, a correc-
tion du savoir-penser. In general, philosophy (2)? has been held to
embrace what we have referred to above as theoretical or specula-
tive knowledge, for example, logic, ethics, psychology, aesthetic,
theology, ontology; and in this sense the problems of philosophy are
evidently those of rationalization, the purpose of philosophy being
so to correlate the data of empirical experience as to “make sense”
of them, which is accomplished for the most part by a reduction of
particulars to universals (deduction). And thus defined, the func-
tion of philosophy contrasts with that of practical science, of which
the proper function is that of predicting the particular from the
universal (induction). Beyond this, however, philosophy (1) has
been held to mean a wisdom not so much about particular kinds of
thought, as a wisdom about thinking, and an analysis of what it
means to think, and an enquiry as to what may be the nature of the
ultimate reference of thought. In this sense the problems of philos-
ophy are with respect to the ultimate nature of reality, actuality or
experience; meaning by reality whatever is in act and not merely
potential. We may ask, for example, what are truth, goodness and
beauty (considered as concepts abstracted from experience), or we
may ask whether these or any other concepts abstracted from expe-
rience have actually any being of their own; which is the matter in
debate as between nominalists on the one hand and realists, or ide-
alists, on the other.? It may be noted that, since in all these applica-
tions philosophy means “wisdom,” if or when we speak of
philosophies in the plural, we shall mean not different kinds of wis-
dom, but wisdom with respect to different kinds of things. The wis-
dom may be more or less, but still one and the same order of
wisdom.

As to this order, if knowledge is by abstraction, and wisdom
about knowledge, it follows that this wisdom, pertaining to things
known or knowable, and attained by a process of reasoning or
dialectic from experimental data, and neither being nor claiming to
be a revealed or gnostic doctrine, in no way transcends thought, but
is rather the best kind of thought, or, let us say, the truest science. It
is, indeed, an excellent wisdom, and assuming a good will, one of
great value to man.* But let us not forget that because of its experi-
mental, that is to say statistical basis, and even supposing an infalli-
ble operation of the reason such as may be granted to mathematics,
this wisdom can never establish absolute certainties, and can predict
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only with very great probability of success; the “laws” of science,
however useful, do nothing more than resume past experience.
Furthermore, philosophy in the second of the above senses, or
human wisdom about things known or knowable, must be systemat-
ic, since it is required by hypothesis that its perfection will consist in
an accounting for everything, in a perfect fitting together of all the
parts of the puzzle to make one logical whole; and the system must
be a closed system, one namely limited to the field of time and space,
cause and effect, for it is by hypothesis about knowable and deter-
minate things, all of which are presented to the cognitive faculty in
the guise of effects, for which causes are sought.® For example,
space being of indefinite and not infinite extent,’ the wisdom about
determinate things cannot have any application to whatever “reali-
ty” may or may not belong to non-spatial, or immaterial, modes, or
similarly, to a non-temporal mode, for if there be a “now” we have
no sensible experience of any such thing, nor can we conceive it in
terms of logic. If it were attempted by means of the human wisdom
to overstep the natural limits of its operation, the most that could
be said would be that the reference “indefinite magnitude” (math-
ematical infinity) presents a certain analogy to the reference “essen-
tial infinity” as postulated in religion and metaphysics, but nothing
could be affirmed or denied with respect to the “isness” (esse) of this
infinite in essence.

If the human wisdom, depending upon itself alone (“rational-
ism”), proposes a religion, this will be what is called a “natural reli-
gion,” having for its deity that referent of which the operation is
seen everywhere, and yet is most refractory to analysis, viz. “life” or
“energy.” And this natural religion will be a pantheism or monism,
postulating a soul (anima, “animation”) of the universe, everywhere
known by its effects perceptible in the movements of things;
amongst which things any distinction of animate and inanimate will
be out of place, inasmuch as animation can be defined rationally
only as “that which is expressed in, or is the cause of, motion.” Or if
not a pantheism, then a polytheism or pluralism in which a variety
of animations (“forces”) is postulated as underlying and “explain-
ing” a corresponding variety of motions.” But nothing can be
affirmed or denied as regards the proposition that such animation
or animations may be merely determinate and contingent aspects of
a “reality” indeterminate in itself. Expressed more technically, pan-
theism and polytheism are essentially profane conceptions, and if
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recognizable in a given religious or metaphysical doctrine, are there
interpolations of the reason, not essential to the religious or meta-
physical doctrine in itself.?

On the other hand, the human wisdom, not relying on itself
alone, may be applied to a partial, viz., analogical, exposition of the
religious or metaphysical wisdoms, these being taken as prior to
itself. For although the two wisdoms (philosophy (2) and philoso-
phy (1)) are different in kind, there can be a formal coincidence,
and in this sense what is called a “reconciliation of science and reli-
gion.” Each is then dependent on the other, although in different
ways; the sciences depending on revealed truth for their formal cor-
rection, and revealed truth relying upon the sciences for its demon-
stration by analogy, “not as though it stood in need of them, but
only to make its teaching clearer.”

In either case, the final end of human wisdom is a good or hap-
piness that shall accrue either to the philosopher himself, or to his
neighbors, or to humanity at large, but necessarily in terms of mate-
rial well-being. The kind of good envisaged may or may not be a
moral good.? For example, if we assume a good will, i.e. a natural
sense of justice, the natural religion will be expressed in ethics in a
sanction of such laws of conduct as most conduce to the common
good, and he may be admired who sacrifices even life for the sake
of this. In aesthetic (art being circa factibilia) the natural religion,
given a good will, will justify the manufacture of such goods as are
apt for human well-being, whether as physical necessities or as
sources of sensible pleasure. All this belongs to “humanism” and is
very far from despicable. But in case there is not a good will, the nat-
ural religion may equally be employed to justify the proposition
“might is right” or “devil take the hindmost,” and in manufacture
the production of goods either by methods which are injurious to
the common good, or which in themselves are immediately adapt-
ed to ends injurious to the common good; as in the case of child-
labor and the manufacture of poison gas. Revealed truth, on the
contrary, demands a good will a priori, adding that the aid of the
rational philosophy, as science or art, is required in order that the
good will may be made effective.!”

There is then another kind of philosophy (1), viz., that to which
we have alluded as “revealed truth,” which though it covers the
whole ground of philosophy (2), does so in another way, while
beyond this it treats confidently of “realities” which may indeed be
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immanent in time and space tissue, and are not wholly incapable of
rational demonstration, but are nevertheless said to be transcen-
dent with respect to this tissue, i.e. by no means wholly contained
within it nor given by it, nor wholly amenable to demonstration.
The First Philosophy, for example, affirms the actuality of a “now”
independent of the flux of time; while experience is only of a past
and future. Again, the procedure of the First Philosophy is no
longer in the first place deductive and secondarily inductive, but
inductive from first to last, its logic proceeding invariably from the
transcendental to the universal, and thence as before to the partic-
ular. This First Philosophy, indeed, taking for granted the principle
“as above, so below” and vice-versa,!! is able to find in every micro-
cosmic fact the trace or symbol of a macrocosmic actuality, and
accordingly resorts to “proof” by analogy; but this apparently deduc-
tive procedure is here employed by way of demonstration, and not
by way of proof, where logical proof is out of the question, and its
place is taken either by faith (Augustine’s credo ut intelligam) or by
the evidence of immediate experience (alaukikapratyaksa).'?

Our first problem in connection with the highest wisdom, con-
sidered as a doctrine known by revelation (whether through ear or
symbolic transmission), consistent but unsystematic, and intelligible
in itself although it treats in part of unintelligible things, is to dis-
tinguish without dividing religion from metaphysics, philosophy (2)
from philosophy (1). This is a distinction without a difference, like
that of attribute from essence, and yet a distinction of fundamental
importance if we are to grasp the true meaning of any given spiri-
tual act.

We proceed therefore first to emphasize the distinctions that
can be drawn as between religion and metaphysics with respect to a
wisdom that is one in itself and in any case primarily directed to
immaterial, or rationally speaking, “unreal” things.'? Broadly speak-
ing, the distinction is that of Christianity from Gnosticism, Sunni
from Shi’a doctrine, Raimanuja from Sankaracarya, of the will from
the intellect, participation (bhakti) from gnosis (jndna), or knowl-
edge-of (avidyd) from knowledge-as (vidyd). As regards the Way, the
distinction is one of consecration from initiation, and of passive
from active integration; and as regards the End, of assimilation
(tadakarata) from identification (tadbhava). Religion requires of its
adherents to be perfected; metaphysics that they realize their own
perfection that has never been infringed (even Satan is still virtual-
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ly Lucifer, being fallen in grace and not in nature). Sin, from the
standpoint of religion, is moral; from that of metaphysics, intellec-
tual (mortal sin in metaphysics being a conviction or assertion of
independent self-subsistence, as in Satan’s case, or envy of the spir-
itual attainments of others, as in Indra’s).

Religion, in general, proceeds from the being in act (karyd-
vasthd) of the First Principle, without regard to its being in poten-
tiality (kdrandvastha);'* while metaphysics treats of the Supreme
Identity as an indisseverable unity of potentiality and act, darkness
and light, holding that these can also and must also be considered
apart when we attempt to understand their operation in identity in
It or Him. And so religion assumes an aspect of duality,' viz., when
it postulates a “primary matter,” “potentiality” or “non-being” far
removed from the actuality of God, and does not take account of
the principal presence of this “primary matter” in, or rather “of” the
First, as its “nature.”®

Religions may and must be many, each being an “arrangement
of God,” and stylistically differentiated, inasmuch as the thing
known can only be in the knower according to the mode of the
knower, and hence as we say in India, “He takes the forms that are
imagined by His worshippers,” or as Eckhart expresses it, “I am the
cause that God is God.”” And this is why religious beliefs, as much
as they have united men, have also divided men against each other,
as Christian or heathen, orthodox or heretical.'® So that if we are to
consider what may be the most urgent practical problem to be
resolved by the philosopher, we can only answer that this is to be
recognized in a control and revision of the principles of compara-
tive religion, the true end of which science, judged by the best wis-
dom (and judgment is the proper function of applied wisdom),
should be to demonstrate the common metaphysical basis of all reli-
gions and that diverse cultures are fundamentally related to one
another as being the dialects of a common spiritual and intellectu-
al language; for whoever recognizes this, will no longer wish to
assert that “My religion is best,” but only that it is the “best for me.”"?
In other words, the purpose of religious controversy should be, not
to “convert” the opponent, but to persuade him that his religion is
essentially the same as our own. To cite a case in point, it is not long
since we received a communication from a Catholic friend in which
he said “I've been ashamed for years at the superficiality and cheap-
ness of my attempt to state a difference between Christians and
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Hindus.” It is noteworthy that a pronouncement such as this will
assuredly strike a majority of European readers with a sense of hor-
ror. We recognize in fact that religious controversy has still general-
ly in view to convince the opponent of error rather than of
correctness in our eyes; and one even detects in modern propagan-
dist writing an undertone of fear, as though it would be a disaster
that might upset our own faith, were we to discover essential truth
in the opponent; a fear which is occasioned by the very fact that
with increasing knowledge and understanding, it is becoming more
and more difficult to establish fundamental differences as between
one religion and another. It is one of the functions of the First
Philosophy to dissipate such fears. Nor is there any other ground
whatever upon which all men can be in absolute agreement, except-
ing that of metaphysics, which we assert is the basis and norm of all
religious formulations. Once such a common ground is recognized,
it becomes a simple matter to agree to disagree in matters of detail,
for it will be seen that the various dogmatic formulations are no
more than paraphrases of one and the same principle.?

Few will deny that at the present day Western civilization is faced
with the imminent possibility of total functional failure nor that at
the same time this civilization has long acted and still continues to
act as a powerful agent of disorder and oppression throughout the
rest of the world. We dare say that both of these conditions are
referable in the last analysis to that impotence and arrogance which
have found a perfect expression in the dictum “East is East and West
is West, and never the twain shall meet,” a proposition to which only
the most abysmal ignorance and deepest discouragement could
have given rise. On the other hand, we recognize that the only pos-
sible ground upon which an effective entente of East and West can
be accomplished is that of the purely intellectual wisdom that is one
and the same at all times and for all men, and is independent of all
environmental idiosyncrasy.?!

We had intended to discuss at greater length the differentia of
religion and metaphysics, but shall rather conclude the present sec-
tion by an assertion of their ultimate identity. Both, considered as
Ways, or praxis, are means of accomplishing the rectification,
regeneration and reintegration of the aberrant and fragmented
individual consciousness, both conceive of man’s last end
(purusartha) as consisting in a realization by the individual of all the
possibilities inherent in his own being, or may go farther, and see in
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a realization of all the possibilities of being in any mode and also in
possibilities of non-being, a final goal. For the Neo-Platonists and
Augustine, and again for Erigena, Eckhart and Dante, and for such
as Rami, Ibn ‘Arabi, Sankaracarya, and many others in Asia, reli-
gious and intellectual experience are too closely interwoven ever to
be wholly divided;?? who for example would have suspected that the
words “How can That, which the Comprehending call the Eye of all
things, the Intellect of intellects, the Light of lights, and numinous
Omnipresence, be other than man’s last end,” and “Thou hast been
touched and taken! long has Thou dwelt apart from me, but now
that I have found Thee, I shall never let Thee go,” are taken, not
from a “theistic” source, but from purely Vedantic hymns addressed
to the Essence (atman) and to the “impersonal” Brahman!

II. How Diverse Wisdoms have considered Immortality

Let us consider the application of different kinds of wisdom to
a particular problem of general significance. The pertinence of phi-
losophy to the problem of immortality is evident, inasmuch as wis-
dom is primarily concerned with immaterial things, and it is evident
that material things are not immortal as such (in esse per se) nor even
from one moment to another, but are continually in flux, and this
is undeniable, regardless of whether there may or may not be in
such perpetually becoming things some immortal principle. Or to
regard the matter from another angle, we may say that whatever, if
anything, there may be immortal in phenomenal things must have
been so since time began, for to speak of an immortal principle as
having become mortal is the same thing as to say it was always mor-
tal.

It needs no argument to demonstrate that human wisdom,
rationalism, our philosophy (2), will understand by “immortality,”
not an everlasting life on earth, but an after-death persistence of
individual consciousness and memory and character, such as in our
experience survives from day to day across the nightly intervals of
death-like sleep. Rational wisdom then will take up either one of
two positions. It may in the first place argue that we have no expe-
rience of nor can conceive of the functioning of consciousness
apart from the actual physical bases on which the functioning seems
to rest, if indeed consciousness be in itself anything whatever more
than a function of matter in motion, that is to say of physical exis-
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tence; and will not therefore conceive the possibility of any other
than an immortality in history, viz., in the memories of other mor-
tal beings. In this sense there can also be postulated the possibility
of a kind of resurrection, as when memory is refreshed by the dis-
covery of documentary proofs of the existence of some individual
or people whose very names had been forgotten it may be for mil-
lennia. Or human wisdom may maintain, rightly or wrongly, that
evidences have been found of the “survival of personality,” viz., in
communications from the “other world,” of such sort as to prove
either by reference to facts unknown to the observer, but which are
afterwards verified, or by “manifestations” of one sort or another, a
continuity of memory and persistence of individual character in the
deceased who is assumed to be in communication with the observ-
er. If it is then attempted to rationalize the evidence thus accepted,
itis argued that there may be kinds of matter other and subtler than
those perceptible to our present physical senses, and that these
other modalities of matter may very well serve as the suppositum of
consciousness functioning on other planes of being.

It will be readily seen that no spiritual or intellectual distinction
can be drawn between the two rationalistic interpretations, the only
difference between them being as regards the amount or kind of
time in which the continuity of individual character and conscious-
ness can be maintained in a dimensioned space and on a material
basis, theories of “fourth dimensions” or of “subtle matter” chang-
ing nothing in principle. Both of the rationalistic interpretations
are rejected in foto, equally by religion and metaphysics.

Not that the possibility of an indefinite perdurance of individual
consciousness upon indefinitely numerous or various platforms of
being and various temporal modes is by any means denied in reli-
gion or in metaphysics (it being rather assumed that individual con-
sciousness even now functions on other levels than those of our
present terrestrial experience),? but that a persistence in such
modes of being is not, strictly speaking, an immortality, this being
taken to mean an immutability of being without development or
change and wholly uneventful; while that which is thus presumed to
subsist apart from contingency, viz. the soul, form or noumenal
principle (ndma) of the individual, by which it is what it is, must be
distinguished alike from the subtle and the gross bodies (stiksma
and sthila sarira) which are equally phenomenal (7ipa), as being
wholly intellectual and immaterial.?*
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For example, “things belonging to the state of glory are not
under the sun” (St. Thomas, Sum. Theol. 111, Supp. q. I, a. I), i.e. not
in any mode of time or space; rather, “it is through the midst of the
Sun that one escapes altogether” (atimucyate, Jaiminiya Up.
Brahmana 1.3), where the sun is the “gateway of the worlds” (loka-
dvara), (Chand. Up. VIIL6.6), Eckhart’s “gate through which all
things return perfectly free to their supreme felicity (parnénan-
da)...free as the Godhead in its non-existence” (asat), the “Door” of
John X, “Heaven’s gate that Agni opens” (svargasya lokasya dvaram
avrnot), (Aitareya Brahmana, 111.42).% It is true that here again we
shall inevitably meet with a certain and by no means negligible dis-
tinction of the religious from the metaphysical formulation. The
religious concept of supreme felicity culminates as we have already
seen in the assimilation of the soul to Deity in act; the soul’s own act
being one of adoration rather than of union. Likewise, and without
inconsistency, since it is assumed that the individual soul remains
numerically distinct alike from God and from other substances, reli-
gion offers to mortal consciousness the consolatory promise of find-
ing there in Heaven, not only God, but those whom it loved on
earth, and may remember and recognize.

Nor will metaphysics deny that even in a “Heaven,” on the far-
ther side of time, there may be, at least until the “Last Judgment,” a
knowledge-of (avidya) rather than a knowledge-as (vidyd), though it
will not think of him whose modality is still in knowledge-of as whol-
ly Comprehending (vidvén) nor as absolutely Enlarged (atimukta).
Metaphysics will allow, and here in formal agreement with religion,
that there may or even must be states of being by no means wholly
in time, nor yet in eternity (the timeless now), but aeviternal, “aevi-
ternity” (Vedic amrtatva) being defined as a mean between eternity
and time;?® the Angels for example, as conscious intellectual sub-
stances, partaking of eternity as to their immutable nature and
understanding, but of time as regards their accidental awareness of
before and after, the changeability of their affections (liability to fall
from grace, etc.), and inasmuch as the angelic independence of
local motion (because of which Angels are represented as winged,
and spoken of as “birds”),?” whereby they can be anywhere, is other
than the immanence of the First, which implies an equal presence
everywhere. Nor is it denied by religion that “Certain men even in
this state of life are greater than certain angels, not actually, but vir-
tually” (St. Thomas, Sum. Theol., 1, q. 117, a. 2, ad 3), whence it nat-
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urally follows that “Some men are taken up into the highest angel-
ic orders” (Gregory, Hom. in Ev. XXXIV), thus partaking of an
aeviternal being; all of which corresponds to what is implied by the
familiar Hindu expression devo bhitvd, equivalent to “dead and
gone to Heaven.” Precisely this point of view is more technically
expressed in the critical text, Brhaddranyaka Up. 111.2.12, “When a
man dies, what does not forsake (na jahdat:) him is his ‘soul’
(ndma),” the soul is without end (ananta, “aeviternal”), without end
is what the Several Angels are, so then he wins the world everlasting”
(anantam lokam). Cf. Rimi (XII in Nicholson’s Shams-i-Tabriz),
“Every shape you see has its archetype in the placeless world, and if
the shape perished, no matter, since its original is everlasting”
(lamkan-ast); and St. Thomas, Sum. Theol. II-1, q. 67, a. 2C, “as
regards the intelligible species, which are in the possibleintellect, the
intellectual virtues remain,” viz. when the body is corrupted. This
was also expounded by Philo, for whom “Le lieu de cette vie
immortelle est le monde intelligible,” that is to say the same as the
“Intellectual Realm” of Plotinus, passim. If we now consider the
implications of these dicta in connection with Boehme’s answer to
the scholar who enquires, “Whither goeth the soul when the body
dieth?” viz. that “There is no necessity for it to go anywither... For...
whichsoever of the two (that is either heaven or hell) is manifested
in it (now), in that the soul standeth (then)...the judgment is,
indeed, immediately at the departure of the body™ and in the light
of Brhaddranyaka Up., IV.4.5-6, “As is his will...so is his lot” (yat
kamam...tat sampadyate) and “He whose mind is attached (to mun-
dane things)...returns again to this world...but he whose desire is
the Essence (datman), his life (pranah) does not leave him, but he
goes as Brahman unto Brahman,” it will be apparent that although
the soul or intellect (Vedic manas) is immortal by nature (i.e. an
individual potentiality that cannot be annihilated, whatever its
“fate”), nevertheless the actual “fate” of an individual conscious-
ness, whether it be destined to be “saved” or “liberated” (devaydna),
or to enter into time again (pitrydna), or to be “lost” (nirrtha),
depends upon itself. And therefore we are told to “Lay up treasure
in Heaven, where neither moth nor rust corrupt”; for evidently, if
the conscious life of the individual be even now established intel-
lectually (or in religious phraseology, “spiritually”), and the intel-
lectual or spiritual world be aeviternal (as follows from the
consideration that ideas have neither place nor date), this con-
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scious life cannot be infringed by the death of the body, which
changes nothing in this respect. Or if the consciousness be still
attached to and involved in ends (whether good or evil) such as can
only be accomplished in time and space, but have not yet been
accomplished when the body dies, then evidently such a conscious-
ness will find its way back into those conditions, viz., of space and
time, in which the desired ends can be accomplished.?! Or finally, if
conscious life has been led altogether in the flesh, it must be
thought of as cut off when its sole support is destroyed; that is, it
must be thought of as “backsliding” into a mere potentiality or hell.

Space will not permit us to discuss the theory of “reincarnation”
at any length. The fundamentals are given in the Rg Veda, where it
is primarily a matter of recurring manifestation, in this sense for
example, Mitra jayate punah (X.85.19) and Usas is punahpunar
jayamana (1.19.10). An individual application in the spirit of “Thy
will be done” is found in V.46.1, “As a comprehending (vidvan)
horse I yoke myself unto the pole (of the chariot of the year)...seek-
ing neither a release nor to come back again (na asyah vimucam na
avrttam punah), may He (Agni) as Comprehender (vidvan) and our
Waywise Guide lead us aright.” The individual, indeed, “is born
according to the measure of his understanding” (Aitareya Amnyaka,
I1.3.2), and just as “the world itself is pregnant with the causes of
unborn things” (Augustine, De Trin. I11.9), so is the individual preg-
nant with the accidents that must befall him; as St. Thomas express-
es it, “fate is in the created causes themselves” (Sum. Theol. 1. q. 116,
2), or Plotinus, “the law is given in the entities upon whom it falls,...
it prevails because it is within them...and sets up in them a painful
longing to enter the realm to which they are bidden from within”
(Enneads, 1V.3.15); and similarly Ibn ‘Arabi, who says that while
being is from God, modality is not directly from Him, “for He only
wills what they have it in them to become” (Nicholson, Studies in
Islamic Mysticism, 1921, p.151). On the other hand, it may be taken
as certain that the Buddhist and still more the modern
Theosophical interpretations of causality (karma) or fate (adrsta),
which assert the necessity of a return (except for one who is mukta
or has “reached” nirvdna) to the very same conditions that have
been left behind at death, involve a metaphysical antinomy; “You
would not step twice into the same waters, for other waters are ever
flowing in upon you” (Heracleitus). What is really contemplated in
Vedic and other traditional doctrines is the necessity of a recurrent
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manifestation in aeon after aeon, though not again within one and
the same temporal cycle,?? of all those individual potentialities or
forces in which the desire to “prolong their line” is still effective;
every Patriarch (pitr) being, like Prajapati himself, praji-kamya, and
therefore willingly committed to the “Patriarchal Way” (pitrydna).

What is then from the standpoint of metaphysics the whole
course of an individual potentiality, from the “time” that it first
awakens in the primordial ocean of universal possibility until the
“time” it reaches the last harbor? It is a return into the source and
well-spring of life, from which life originates, and thus a passage
from one “drowning” to another; but with a distinction, valid from
the standpoint of the individual in himself so long as he is a
Wayfarer and not a Comprehender, for, seen as a process, it is a pas-
sage from a merely possible perfection through actual imperfection
to an actual perfection, from potentiality to act, from slumber (abod-
hya) to a full awakening (sambodhi). Ignoring now the Patriarchal
Way as being a “round about” course, and considering only the
straight Angelic Way (devaydna), with which the Rg Veda is primarily
and the individual mumuksu specifically concerned, we may say that
this Way is one at first of a diminishing and afterwards of an increas-
ing realization of all the possibilities intrinsic to the fact of being in
a given mode (the human, for example), and ultimately leads to the
realization of all the possibilities of being in any or every mode, and
over and beyond this of those of being not in any mode whatever.
We cannot do more than allude here to the part that is taken by
what is called “Initiation” in this connection; only saying that the
intention of initiation is to communicate from one to another a
spiritual or rather intellectual impulse that has been continuously
transmitted in guru-parampara-krama from the beginning and is ulti-
mately of non-human origin, and whereby the contracted and dis-
integrated individual is awakened to the possibility of a
re-integration (samskarana);** and that metaphysical rites, or “mys-
teries” (which are in imitation of the means employed by the Father
to accomplish His own re-integration, the necessity for which is
occasioned by the incontinence of the creative act), are, like the
analogous traditional scriptures, intended to provide the individual
with the necessary preparatory education in and means of intellec-
tual operation; but the “Great Work,” that of accomplishing the
reunion of essence with Essence, must be done by himself within
himself.
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We have so far followed the Wayfarer’s course by the Angelic
Way to the spiritual or intellectual realm; and here, from the reli-
gious point of view, lies his immortality, for indeed “the duration of
aeviternity is infinite” (St. Thomas, Sum. Theol. 1, q. 10, a. 5, ad 4).
But it will be maintained in metaphysics, or even in a religion or by
an individual mystic such as Eckhart (in so far as the religious expe-
rience is both devotional and intellectual in the deepest sense of
both words) that an aeviternal station (pada), such as is implied in
the concept of being in a heaven, is not the end, nor by any means
a full return (nivrtti), but only a resting place (visrama).** And like-
wise, it will be maintained that to conceive of the intellectual realm
itself as a place of memories would be a derogation, for as Plotinus
says of its natives, “if they neither seek nor doubt, and never learn,
nothing being at any time absent from their knowledge ... what rea-
sonings, what processes of rational investigation, can take place in
them? In other words, they have seen God and they do not recol-
lect? Ah, no...such reminiscence is only for souls that have forgot-
ten” (Enneads, IV.4.6);*® and still more must we say respecting
mundane memories (vdsand) that “when the soul’s act is directed to
another order, it must utterly reject the memory of such things, over
and done with now” (ibid, IV.4.4.8).

The metaphysical concept of Perfection, indeed, envisages a
state of being that is, not inhuman since it is maintained that such
a state is always and everywhere accessible to whoever will press
inwards to the central point of consciousness and being on any
ground or plane of being, nor “heartless” unless we mean by “heart”
the seat of soulfulness and sentimentality; but assuredly non-
human. For example, in Chandogya Up. V.10.2 it is precisely as ama-
nava purusa, “non-human person,” that the Son and aeviternal
avatdra, Agni,* is said to lead onward the Comprehending one who
has found his way through the Supernal Sun to the farther side of
the worlds, and this is the “pathway of the Angels” (devaydna) as
contrasted with that of the Patriarchs (pitryana) which does not lead
beyond the Sun but to re-embodiment in a human mode of being.
And it is foreseen that this devayana must lead, whether sooner or
later, to what is expressed in doctrinal mysticism as a “final death of
the soul,” or “drowning,” the Sufi al-fand ‘an al-fand; by which is
implied a passage beyond even consciousness in deity as act, to a
Supreme (Skt. para, paratpara) beyond all trace or even an exem-
plary multiplicity, nor in any way “intelligible.” And there, so far that
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is from any possible “reminiscence” of any that have been known or
loved in otherness, in the words of Eckhart, “No one will ask me
whence I came or whither I went,” or in Rumi’s, “None has knowl-
edge of each who enters that he is so-and-so or so-and-so.™’

If this appears to be a denial of ultimate significance to human
love, the position has been altogether misunderstood. For all meta-
physical formulations, assuming that an infallible analogy relates
every plane of being to every other, have seen in human love an
image of divine felicity (purnananda), imagined not as a contradic-
tion of but as transformation (parduriti) of sensual experience. This
is the theory of “Platonic love,” according to which, as Ibn Farid
expresses it, “the charm of every fair youth or lovely girl is lent to
them from Her beauty”; a point of view implicit too in Erigena’s
conception of the world as a theophany, and in the Scholastic doc-
trine of the vestigium pedis, the trace or footprint of divinity in time,
which has its equivalent in Vedic and Zen symbolisms. What this
means in actual tradition is that the beloved on earth is to be real-
ized there not as she is in herself but as she is in God,?® and so it is in
the case of Dante and Beatrice, Ibn ‘Arabi and an-Nizim?®® and in
that of Chandidas and Rami.*® The beauty of the Beloved thereis no
longer as it is here contingent and merely a participation or reflec-
tion, but that of the Supernal Wisdom, that of the One Madonna,
that of the intrinsic being of the Bride, which “rains down flames of
fire” (Convivio) and as claritas illuminates and guides the pure intel-
lect. In that last and hidden station (guhyam padam), nature and
essence, Apsaras and Gandharva, are one and indivisible, knowing
nothing of a within or a without (na bahyam kimcana veda nantaram,
Brhadaranyaka Up. IV.321), and that is their supreme felicity, and
that of every liberated consciousness.

All this can only be described in terms of negation, in terms of
what it is not, and therefore we say again that metaphysics can in no
way be thought of as a doctrine offering consolations to a suffering
humanity. What metaphysics understands by immortality and by
eternity implies and demands of every man a total and uncompro-
mising denial of himself and a final mortification, to be dead and
buried in the Godhead. “Whoever realizes this, avoids contingent
death (punar mrtyu), death gets him not, for Death becomes his
essence, and of all these Angels he becomes the One”
(Brhaddranyaka Up. 1.2.7). For the Supreme Identity is no less a
Death and a Darkness than a Life and a Light, no less Asura than
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Deva: “His overshadowing is both Aeviternity and Death” (yasya
chaya amrta, yasya mrtyuh, Rg Veda, X. 121.2).*1 And this is what we
understand to be the final purport of the First Philosophy.

Notes

1. It is not pretended to lay down a final definition of philosophy.

2. Our numbering of the philosophies in inverse order as (2) and (1) is because
Aristotle’s First Philosophy, viz. Metaphysics, is actually prior in logical order of
thought, which proceeds from within outwards.

3. This is, for example, the matter in debate as between Buddhist and Brahmanical
philosophers. For the nominalist, the ultimate forms, ideas, images or reasons are
merely names of the counters of thought and valid only as means of communica-
tion; for the realist (idealist) the ultimate forms are “realities” dependent upon
and inherent in being, i.e. real in their being and nominal only in the sense “only
logically distinguishable.”

4. Common sense is an admirable thing, as is also instinct, but neither of these is
the same as reason, nor the same as the wisdom that is not about human affairs,
but “speculative,” i.e. known in the mirror of the pure intellect.

5. When a cause is discovered, this is called an explanation. But each cause was
once an effect, and so on indefinitely, so that our picture of reality takes the form
of a series of causes extending backward into the past, and of effects expected in
the future, but we have no empirical experience of a now, nor can we explain
empirically how causes produce effects, the assumption post hoc propter hoc being
always an act of faith.

6. As is very elegantly demonstrated by St. Thomas, Sum. Theol. 1, q. 7, a. 3, cf. q. 14,
a. 12, ad 3; his “relatively infinite” being our “indefinite” (ananta), incalculable
(asamkhya) but not placeless (adesa) nor wholly timeless (akdla).

7. Science differs from animism only in this respect, that while science assumes
forces in the sense of blind wills, animism (which is also a kind of philosophy) per-
sonifies these forces and endows them with a free will.

8. Pantheism is more commonly predicated of a given doctrine merely by imputa-
tion, either with unconsciously dishonest intention or by customary usage uncriti-
cally perpetuated. In every case the observer presumed to be impartial should
consider the doctrine itself, and not what is said of it by hostile critics. On the gen-
eral impropriety of the term “pantheism” in connection with the Vedanta, see
Lacombe, Avant-propos to René Grousset, Les Philosophies Indiennes, p. xiv, note 1,
and Whitby, Preface to René Guénon, Man and his Becoming according to the Vedanta,
1945, p. ix.

9. St. Thomas, Sum. Theol. 1, q. 1, a. 6, ad 2.

10. Prudence is defined as recta ratio agibilium, art as recta ratio factibiliuvm.

11. E.g. Aitareya Brahmana, VIIL.2.

12. “Metaphysics can dispute with one who denies its principles, if only the oppo-
nent will make some concession; but if he concede nothing, it can have no dispute
with him... If our opponent believes nothing of divine revelation, there is no longer
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any means of proving the articles of faith by reasoning” (St. Thomas, Sum. Theol. 1,
g- 1, a. 8 ¢.); and ibid. q. 46, a. 2: “The articles of faith cannot be proved demon-
stratively.”

Similarly in India it is repeatedly and explicitly asserted that the truth of Vedic doc-
trine cannot be demonstrated but only experienced. “By what should one know the
Knower of knowing” (Brhadaranyaka Up. IV. 5.15).

13. Throughout the present essay it is assumed that sensibility means the percep-
tion of things by the senses, not a cognition but a reaction; reason, the activity of
the intelligence with respect to the causal series of accidents, sometimes called the
chain of fate, or in other words an intelligence with respect to things phenomenally
known in time and space and called “material”; and intellect, the habit of first prin-
ciples.

14. Thus Chandogya Up. V1.2.1 asserts a religious point of view, as distinct from the
metaphysical point of view that prevails in the Upanisads generally, e.g. Taittiriya
Up. 11.7. Christian philosophy maintains that God is “wholly in act.” Metaphysics
concurs in the definition of perfection as a realization of all the possibilities of
being, but would rather say of God that “He does not proceed from potentiality to
act” than that He is without potentiality.

” «

15. Duality, as of “spirit and matter,” “act and potentiality,” “form and substance,”
“good and evil.” This is avoided in Christianity metaphysically, when it is shown that
evil is not a self-subsistent nature, but merely a privation, and can be known to the
First Intellect only as a goodness or perfection in potentia. It is avoided in Sufi meta-
physic by considering good and evil as merely reflections in time and space of His
essential attributes of Mercy and Majesty.

16. “Matter” here must not be confused with the “solid matter” of everyday parl-
ance; in Christian philosophy, “primary matter” is precisely that “nothing” with
respect to which it is said ex nihilo fit. Such “matter” is said to be “insatiable for
form,” and the same is implied when in the Jaiminiya Up. Brahmana, 1.56, it is said
that “In the beginning, the woman (= Urvasi, Apsaras) went about in the flood
seeking a master (icchantl salile patim).

17. The physical analogy is represented in the assertion of the anthropologist that
“God is man-made”; a proposition perfectly valid within the conditions of its own
level of reference.

18. That is mainly, of course, in Europe from the thirteenth century onwards. In
Hinduism, a man is regarded as a true teacher who gives to any individual a better
access to that individual’s own scriptures; for “the path men take from every side is
Mine” (Bhagavad Gitd, IV.11). Clement of Alexandria allows that “There was always
a natural manifestation of the one Almighty God amongst all right-thinking men”
(Misc., V); Eckhart says almost in the words of the Bhagavad Gita cited above, “In
whatever way you find God best, that 