
E A S T E R N R E L I G I O N S 

A N D 

W E S T E R N T H O U G H T 



Oxford University Press, Amen House, London B.C. 4 

G L A S G O W S E W Y O R K T O R O N T O M E I - B O U R S E W E L L I N G T O N B O M B A Y C A L C U T T A 

M A D R A S K A R A C H I K f A L A L U M P L R C A P E T O W N I B A D A N N A I R O B I A C C R A 

First edition 1939 

Second edition 1940 

R e p r i n t e d l i t h o g r a p h i c a l l y i n G r e a t B r i t a i n 

b y l O W I A N D B R V D O M ( P R I N T E R S ) L T D . . L O N D O N , N . W . I O 

( r o m s h e e t s of t h e s e c o n d e d i t i o n 

1 9 4 2 . 1 9 4 6 , 1 9 4 8 , 1 9 5 1 . > 9 5 5 . 1 9 5 8 



EASTERN RELIGIONS 
AND 

WESTERN THOUGHT 

BY 

S. R A D H A K R I S H N A N 

SECOND EDITION 

O X F O R D U N I V E R S I T Y P R E S S 



T O 

P R O F E S S O R J. H . M U I R H E A D 



P R E F A C E 

MO D E R N civilization with its scientific temper, 
humanistic spirit, and secular view of life is uprooting 

the world over the customs of long centuries and creating a 
ferment of restlessness. T h e new world cannot remain a con
fused mass of needs and impulses, ambitions and activities, 
without any control or guidance of the spirit. T h e void 
created by abandoned superstitions and uprooted beliefs 
calls for a spiritual filling. 

T h e wor d has found itself as one body. But physical 
unity and economic interdependence are not by themselves 
sufficient to create a universal human community. For this 
we require a human consciousness of community, a sense 
of personal relationships among men. T h o u g h this human 
consciousness was till recently limited to the members of the 
political States, there has been a rapid extension of it after 
the W a r . T h e modes and customs of all men are now a part 
of the consciousness of all men. M a n has become the 
spectator of man. A new humanism is on the horizon. But 
this time it embraces the whole of mankind. A n intimate 
mutual knowledge between peoples is producing an enrich
ment of world-consciousness. W e can no more escape being 
members of a world community than we can j u m p out of 
our own skin. Y e t to our dismay we find that the world is 
anarchical and unruly. Its mind is in confusion; its brain 
out of hinge. M o r e than ever before, the world is to-day 
divided and afi?icted by formidable evils. T h e cause of the 
present tension and disorder is the lack of adjustment 
between the process of life, which is one of increasing inter

dependence, and the ' ideology' of life, the integrating habits 
of mind, loyalties, and affections embodied in our laws and 
institutions. Education, which has for its aim the transmis
sion not only of skills and techniques, but of ideals and 
loyalties, of affections and appreciations, is busy in the new 
world with the old ideals of national sovereignty and economic 
self-sufficiency. T h e present organization of the world is 
inconsistent with the Zeitgeist shining on the distant horizon 
as well as the true spirit of religion. T o say that there is only 
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one God is to affirm that there is only one community of 
mankind. T h e obstacles to the organization of human 
society in an international commonwealth are in the minds 
of men who have not developed the sense of the duty they 
owe to each other. W e have to touch the soul of mankind. 
'For soul is Form and doth the body make. ' W e must evolve 
ideals, habits, and sentiments which would enable us to 
build up a world community, live in a co-operative common
wealth working for the faith: 'so long as one man is in prison, 
I am not free; so long as one community is enslaved I belong 
to it'. 

T h e supreme task of our generation is to give a soul to 
the growing world-consciousness, to develop ideals and in
stitutions necessary for the creative expression of the world 
soul, to transmit these loyalties and impulses to future 
generations and train them into world citizens. T o this 
great work of creating a new pattern of l iving, some of the 
fundamental insights of Eastern religions, especially H i n d u 
ism and Buddhism, seem to be particularly relevant, and an 
attempt is made in these lectures to indicate them. N o 
culture, no country, lives or has a right to live for itself. If 
it has any contribution to make towards the enrichment of 
the human spirit, it owes that contribution to the widest 
circle that it can reach. T h e contributions of ancient Greece, 
of the Roman Empire, of Renaissance Italy to the progress 
of humanity do not concern only the inhabitants of modern 
Greece or modern Italy. T h e y are a part of the heritage of 
humanity. In the life of mind and spirit we cannot afford to 
display a mood of provincialism. A t any rate, a mobilization 
of the wisdom of the world may have some justification at a 
time when so many other forms of mobilization are threaten
ing it. 

I am aware of the scale and difficulty of the problems on 
which I touch. I am not a trained theologian and can only 
speak from the point of view of a student of philosophy who 
has endeavoured to keep abreast with modern investigations 
into the origin and growth of the chief religions of the world, 
and it seems to me that in the mystic traditions of the dif
ferent religions we have a remarkable unity of spirit. W h a t 
ever religions they may profess, the mystics are spiritual 
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kinsmen. W h i l e the different religions in their historical 
forms bind us to limited groups and militate against the 
development of loyalty to the world community, the mystics 
have always stood for the fellowship of humanity. T h e y 
transcend the tyranny of names and the rivalry of creeds as 
well as the conflict or races and the strife of nations. A s the 
religion of spirit, mysticism avoids the two extremes of 
dogmatic affirmation and dogmatic denial. Al l signs indi
cate that it is likely to be the religion o f the future. 

I have a feeling that it is not quite proper for me to write 
a book where I have to depend for information at least in 
part on translations, but I thought that it was no use waiting 
foe a scholar who shall have a proper and critical knowledge of 
Sanskrit and H e b r e w , Greek and Latin, French and German, 
who alone could get all the sides in proper order, for such 
a scholar has not yet been born. Even translations could be 
used with care and judgement . So I felt that it was time that 
some one with some knowledge got together the main 
points into order. Aga in , I wish to lay claim to the task of 
a historian and not that of a partisan. If I have misrepre
sented any point of real importance, no one will be more 
grieved than myself. Those who know the extent and 
intricacy of the ground traversed will readily pardon less 
serious errors. 

These lectures were given in the years 1 9 3 6 - 8 , and 
though they have been revised and slightly expanded for 
publication, their informal character has been retained. 
There is inevitably a certain amount of repetition in a book 
of this kind. I have made no serious attempt to avoid it, 
partly because it would have tended to spoil the construction 
of individual lectures and partly because a certain amount of 
repetition of general principles in different connexions has 
some value in itself. T h e book is intended more for the larger 
public interested in the higher pursuits of the mind and pro
blems of human culture and living than for the professional 
student of philosophy. T h o u g h the book has not the 
structural perfection which the importance of the theme 
requires, I hope there is a certain unity of outlook binding 
the different sections. 

I desire to thank the Delegates of the Clarendon Press for 
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undertaking the publication of the book and for permitting 
me to use material already published by them, and to thank 
the staff of the Press for the way in which the publication has 
been carried out. Sir Richard Livingstone kindly read the 
proofs and I am greatly indebted to him. Lastly I would 
take this opportunity to pay a tribute of gratitude to Pro
fessor J. H . Muirhead, to whom this work is dedicated and 
whose critical sense and clear judgement have been my 
unfailing help in almost all the things that I have written 
in the last twenty years. Neither he nor Sir Richard L i v i n g 
stone is, however, responsible for the views contained in this 
book. 

S. R. 
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I 

T o attempt to understand one's age is an undertaking full 
of difficulties. N o one who is in it can take a detached view 
of it . However , as rational beings, we cannot help asking 
what modern life in all its intense activity and rapid change 
signifies, what the sense o f it all is, for, as Socrates tells us, 
the noblest of all investigations is the study of what man 
should be and what he should pursue.^ 

H u m a n history is not a series of secular happenings with
out any shape or pattern; it is a meaningful process, a signi
ficant development. T h o s e who look at it from the outside 
are carried away by the wars and battles, the economic dis
orders and the political upheavals, but below in the depths 
is to be found the truly majestic drama, the tension between 
the limited effort of man and the sovereign purpose of the 
universe. M a n cannot rest in an unresolved discord. H e 
must seek for harmony, strive for adjustment. H i s progress 
is marked by a series of integrations, by the formation of 

' An Inaugural Lecture delivered before the University of Oxford on 
20 October 1936. * Plato, Gorgiai, 487. 

T H E W O R L D ' S U N B O R N S O U L ' 

WE R E I to express adequately m y feelings at the 
honour this ancient Univers i ty has done me by elect

ing m e to this newly founded Chair of Eastern Religions and 
Ethics , I should be tempted to become somewhat elaborate 
and perhaps ^edious. Permit me therefore to express my 
gratitude to you with a plain ' T h a n k you ' . 

Six years ago I spent a few months in this Univers i ty . 
I was, however, a stranger within its gates, in it but not of 
it. I therefore appreciate the honour of being received into 
this fellowship of men and women united in their loyalty to 
the supreme ideal of truth and in their resolution to practise 
it for the welfare of humanity. W h e n I look at the names of 
my colleagues and think of the learning and scholarship they 
represent, I realize my own limitations and can only plead for 
all the indulgence which they can offer and I very m u c h need. 
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more and more comprehensive harmonies. W h e n any parti
cular integration is found inadequate to the new conditions, 
he breaks it down and advances to a larger whole. W h i l e 
civilization is always on the move, certain periods stand out 
clearly marked as periods o f intense cultural change. T h e 
sixth century B.C., the transition from antiquity to the 
M i d d l e A g e s and from the M i d d l e A g e s to modern times 
in Europe, were such periods. None of these, however, is 
comparable to the present tension and anxiety which are 
world-wide in character and extend to every aspect of human 
life. W e seem to feel that the end of one period o f civiliza
tion is slowly drawing into sight. 

For the first time in the history of our planet its inhabi
tants have become one whole, each and every part of which 
is aflfected by the fortunes of every other. Science and tech
nology, without aiming at this result, have achieved the 
unity. Economic and political phenomena are increasingly 
imposing on us the ob igation to treat the world as a unit. 
Currencies are linked, commerce is international, political 
fortunes are interdependent. A n d yet the sense that man
kind must become a community is still a casual whim, a 
vague aspiration, not generally accepted as a conscious ideal 
or an urgent practical necessity moving us to feel the dignity 
of a common citizenship and the call of a common duty. 
Attempts to bring about human unity through mechanical 
means, through political adjustments, have proved abortive. 
It is not by these devices, not at any rate by them alone, that 
the unity of the human race can be enduringly accomplished. 

T h e destiny of the human race, as of the individual, de
pends on the direction of its life forces, the lights which 
guide it, and the laws that mould it. There is a region be
yond the body and the intellect, one in which the human 
spirit finds its expression in aspiration, not in formulas, a 
region which Plato enters when he frames his myths. It is 
called the soul of a being, the determining principle of body 
and mind. In the souls of men to-day there are clashing tides 
of colour and race, nation and religion, which create mutual 
antagonisms, myths, and dreams that divide mankind into 
hostile groups. Conflicts in human affairs are due to divi
sions in the human soul. T h e average general mind is 
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respectful of the status quo and disinclined to great adven
tures, in which the security and isolation of the past have to 
be given up. It is not quite convinced by the moral collapse 
of the present system reposing on a r ing of national egoisms 
held in check by mutual fear and hesitation, by ineffective 
treaties and futile resolutions of international tribunals. ' D o 
you imagine' , asks Plato in the Republic^ 'that political con
stitutions spring from a tree or a rock and not from the 
dispositions of the citizens which turn the scale and draw all 
else in their d i r e c t i o n T h e constitutions are as the men 
are and grow out o f their characters.'^ A society can be re
made only by changing men's hearts and minds. H o w e v e r 
much we may desire to make all things new, w e cannot get 
away from our roots in the old. L e t us go for some distance 
into the past and trace the ideas which rule the present. 

II 

T h e moulding influences of modern civilization, the spirit 
o f science and rationalism, secular humanism and the sove
reign State can be traced to the period of classical antiquity. 

I . T h e Greeks laid the foundations of natural science for 
the European world. T o analyse and explore, to test and 
prove all things in the light of reason, was the ambition of 
the Greek mind. N o part of life is excluded from criticism 
by the dictates o f the State or the scruples of the scriptures. 
T h e Greeks were the first to attempt to make life rational, to 
ask what is the right life for man and to apply the principles 
of reason and order to the chaos of primitive beliefs. Socrates 
warned us against the unexamined life and subjected the 
unanalysed catchwords of his time to careful scrutiny-. H e 
had firm faith that it is the nature of man to do right and 
walk straight. H u m a n nature is fundamentally good, and 
the spread of enlightenment will abolish all wrong. Vice is 
only a miss, an error. W e can learn to become good. Virtue 
iŝ  teachable. 

Plato tells us that the universal or the general idea deter
mines the nature of a particular individual and has greater 
reality than the latter. T h e philosopher is one who seeks to 
escape from the realm of the transient and contemplates the 

' viii. 544. See Jowett's E.T. 
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world of real being freed from all confusion and error, which 
infect the objects of everyday experience. T h e world of ideas 
is the only realm of certainty in which man can dwell secure, 
freed from opinion and probability. T h e most obvious ex
ample of such truth is to be seen in the general propositions 
of mathematics. 

2. Y e t the Greek could never forget that his main con
cern was with man in his full concrete reality. H i s bodily 
desires should be given free play, his mental powers full 
scope. E v e r y side of his nature should be developed so as 
to produce a harmony in which no part tyrannizes over the 
rest. H e r e is a definition of happiness attributed to Solon 
and approved by Herodotus . ' H e is whole of l imb, a stranger 
to disease, free from misfortune, happy in his children and 
comely to look upon. I f in addition to all this he ends his 
life well, he is of a truth the man of whom thou art in search, 
the man who may rightly be termed h a p p y . T h e Greeks 
were not famous for their religious genius or moral fervour. 
W e do not come across any hunger for the eternal or a n y 
passionate indignation against injustice. T h e main religion 
o f the Greeks was the worship of the Olympian gods . 
Originally they were powers or forces of nature, though they 
soon became representative of human qualities. Dionysus, 
Aphrodite, Hermes , Artemis , each of them represents some 
quality of man. T h e y were magnified human beings free 

' 1-32, Rawlinsoii's E.T., vol. i, p. 16; Solon prays to the Muses: 'Let me 
at all times obtain good fortune from the blessed gods and enjoy honourable 
repute among men.' Ischomachus in the ̂ fowwV/ofXenophon reckons among 
subjects of prayer 'health, bodily strength, good repute in the city, kindly 
relation wixh friends, safety in war, increase of wealth'. An echo of this view is 
found in Aristotle, who defines happiness as 'Prosperity combined with virtue; 
or independence of life; or that existence which, being safe, is pleasantest; or a 
flourishing state of prosperity and of body, with the faculty of guarding and 
producing this; for it may be said that all men allow happiness to be one or 
more of these things. If then happiness is this sort of thing, these must be 
parts of it; good birth, the possession of many friends, wealth, the possession of 
good children, the possession of many children, a happy old age: further the 
excellence of the body as health, beauty, strength, great stature, athletic 
power; also good repute, honour, good fortune, virtue. For a man would then 
be most independent, if he possessed both the personal and the external goods 
since besides these there are no others' {R/ietoric, 1360 b). Jebbs's E .T . 
Plutarch records a prayer, 'put off old age, thou beautiful Aphrodite'. 
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from old age and death.^ Sometimes, as in Aeschylus , their 
just ice and righteousness are insisted u p o n ; but more often, 
as in Euripides, the gods display their might in a manner 
that defies all j u d g e m e n t by merely human standards, though 
it may be in conformity with the ways of natural forces. T h e 
sense of mystery was felt strongly in the presence of divine 
powers so long as they were conceived as natural forces, but 
it diminished somewhat when they were anthropomorphized. 
I f we measure the nature o f a religion by the sense of mystery 
it induces in its followers, the mythology of the Greeks is 
not religion of a high quality. T h e Sophists questioned the 
right of what religion taught to control man's conduct . It 
was at best a human convention.^ 

Religious beliefs, however, were useful for political pur
poses. Some g o d or other guards every city with special care. 
T h e religious festivals were open to the Greeks and closed 
to others. I f Socrates was executed and Anaxagoras exiled 
for attacking traditional beliefs, it was because of their un
patriotic impiety. It was more political oppression than reli
gious persecution. If the Sophists did not for l o n g subvert 
the piety of the ancients, if Epicurus admitted the existence 
of the gods, even while h e ^ e n i e d them any part in the 
government o f the world, if the Stoics with the most pro
nounced rationalism still employed the old religious dyna
mic, it was because they k n e w the social value of religion.3 

' Sophocles, Oedipus Coloneus, 607-15. 
^ Protagoras expresses clearly the easy view of the Sophists: 'I do not know 

whether God exists or does not exist, nor what is his nature; there are many 
obstacles to such knowledge, the obscurity of the subject and the shortness of 
man's life' {Fr. 4). 

5 The essentially subordinate part played by religion in the Greek view can 
be illustrated by a reference to the doctrine of future life. Even Plato on occa
sions felt uncertain about hfe after death, whether it is immortality or dream
less sleep {Republic, ii. 363, iii. 387). Aristotle is not clear on the subject, for he 
suggests that when a man is dead, neither good nor evil affects him any more 
(Nichomachean Ethics, i n 5 a. 25). The Stoics denied personal immortahty 
though on occasions they affirmed the survival of the soul till the general con
flagration. The Greeks played with the belief of future life, though they 
were little affected by it. In its great days the Greek mind remained positivist 
and humanistic and was indifferent to the fate of the soul. An ordinary young 
Athenian Glaucon in Plato's Republic answers the question 'Have you not 
heard that our soul is immortal .>': 'No, really I have not' (608). 
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It is true that in Pythagoras and Plato, the Orphics and 
the Neoplatonists, mystic elements were found, but these 
tendencies were by no means representative of the Greek 
spirit. Pindar and Pericles, Thucydides and Socrates, w h o 
represent the Greek genius at its best, with their visions of 
art and science, with their conceptions of civic life and aspira
tion, were essentially humanist thinkers. ' T h e mystery reli
gions believed in the deification of man, and the typical 
Greek has no use for it. Pindar writes: ' T w o things alone 
there are that cherish life's bloom to its utmost sweetness 
amid the fair flowers of w e a l t h — t o have good success and 
to win therefor fair fame. Seek not to be a G o d ; if the por
tion of these honours falls to thee, thou hast already all. T h e 
things of mortals best befit mortality.'^ T h e r e are passages 
in Plato which ask us to mistrust our nature, to see in it an 
incurable taint, and exhort us to live in the world of the un
seen, but in them Plato is not voicing the Greek spirit.^ 

3. Devotion to the city-State filled the spiritual vacuum 
in the Greek consciousness. T h e city was the unit of Greek 
society and claimed the devotion of its citizens. N o Greek 
city was willing to submit to the leadership o f a n o t h e r T h e 
funeral oration of Pericles p«eclaims service of the polls, 
which is both Church and State in one, as the highest duty. 
Since each city had a consciousness of its own superiority, 
the Greeks failed to develop a larger loyalty towards a union 
of the whole Greek world. T h e y could not organize and act 

' 'Supposing Plato and Pindar to have a vein of Orphism and Pythagoras's 
queer ideas on numbers, supposing Aeschylus to be touched with mysticism 
and Euripides with mysticism and morbidity, the student of the Greek genius 
has a right to disregard their peculiarities, if he feels that he has his hand on an 
essential quality in Hellenism and that they are inconsistent with it' (Living
stone, TJie Greek Genius and its Meaning to Us, 2nd ed., 1915, p. 21; see also 
p. 22). 2 Isthm.i,. 12. 

^ Laws, 918. Rohde says in Psyche (1925), E T . , chap, xiii, that the Platonic 
spirit is an alien phenomenon in Greece. Sir Richard Livingstone writes: 
'Though in a thousand ways Plato is a Greek of the Greeks, in all that is most 
distinctive in his thought, he is a heretic' (op. cit., p. 183). For a different view 
see W . R. Inge, The Philosophy of Plotinus (1918), vol. i, pp. 7 1 - 4 . 

•* Grote writes: 'In respect to political sovereignty complete disunion was 
among their most cherished principles. The only source of supreme authority 
to which a Greek felt respect and attachment was to be sought within the 
walls of his own city' (^ History of Greece, vol. iii, p. 41). 
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together, and their lives were spent in violent conflicts of the 
mutually repellent autonomies. Plato, it is true, dreamed of 
an ideal society, but it was conceived as a city-State, not a 
commonwealth o f mankind. Greek civilization came to an 
end mainly on account of its adherence to the false religion of 
patriotism.! W h i l e it gave Europe the habit of disinterested 
pursuit of knowledge,^ it also left her a negative legacy of the 
untenability of holding up patriotism as the highest virtue. 
W i t h the disappearance of the city-State, Greek patriotism 
died or survived as public spirit. R o m e , which succeeded 
Greece, was powerful for a time, but her religion had a special 
relation to the State. W o r s h i p was a public duty or civic func
tion carried out by an official priesthood. T h e citizens may 
have their own private beliefs, so long as they publicly acknow
ledge the religion of the State. N e w worships were readily 
accepted and R o m e soon became a museum of strange faiths. 
Besides, the dignity of the gods was greatly prejudiced when 
wielders of supreme power in the State like Julius Caesar and 
A u g u s t u s were deified.3 T h e political apotheosis removed 
the last shred of mystery from religion and made it into a 
'national anthem'. Such a religion could neither satisfy the 
immortal longings o f man nor supply the spiritual unity 
which could bind the different provinces of R o m e . Each of 
them had its own religious forms and practices and despised 
those of its neighbours, and in the hour of her trial localism 
prevailed and Rome failed. B y the time the old tradition 
broke down the new current of Christianity had set in. 

I l l 

T h e vital urge to the development of medieval culture, 
which attained high and beautiful expression in the" twelfth 
and thirteenth centuries, was derived from the Judaic-
Christian conception of life. Some Hellenists are inclined 

' 'This state worship was the spiritual disease that Hellenism died o f 
(A. J. Toynbee, Essays in Honour of Professor Gilbert Murray (1936), p. 308). 

^ 'Men differ from beasts and the race of the Hellenes from barbarians in 
that they are better educated for thought and for its expression in words' 
{Isocrates, xv. 293). 

^ In the last part of his rule Commodus believed in his identity with the 
god Hercules, whose reincarnation he pretended to be. 
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to suggest that this movement is an unhappy interruption 
of human progress. It is said that Europe would have been 
a very different place, more humane and peace-loving, less 
given to national and racial feuds, cultural and religious 
strife, if the essential rationality and cosmopolitanism of the 
Stoics had been allowed to leaven the European world, if 
the persecutions of M a r c u s Aurelius had exterminated the 
Christian creed. Such speculations are profitless, for history 
has taken a different course. Nature obviously had a different 
intention. 

Rome's military conquests brought her into contact with 
other communities and her spiritual poverty exposed her 
to foreign religious influences. After a period of struggle, 
Christianity won. E v e n as Justinian's closure of the schools 
of Athens defined the end of the ancient world, the con
version of Constantine gave an official recognition to the 
victory of Christianity. W h i l e retaining the Jewish beliefs 
in a living G o d and passion for righteousness, it absorbed 
Greek thought and Roman traditions. 

I . Its two chief contributions to European thought are 
an insistence on the insufficiency o f the intellectual and the 
importance of the historical. Both Judaism and Christianity 
take their stand on revelation. W h i l e for the most spiritual 
of Greek thinkers G o d was the 'Idea of the G o o d ' , ' T h e 
First Mover ' , ' T h e Rul ing Principle' , Reason or Logos , for 
the Jews and the Christians, God is a supreme person who 
reveals H i s will to H i s lawgivers and prophets. Christians 
believe in addition that God took the form of man and led 
a human life on earth. A g a i n , while the greatest of Hellenic 
thinkers had no conception of history as a purposive process 
with a direction and a goal, but believed it to be a cyclic 
movement, the Jews had faith in an historical fulfilment.' 
T h e Jewish consciousness lived in the intense expectation of 
some great decisive event which will be the definitive solu
tion of the historical problem. T h e Messianic idea, which 
is the determining factor in Jewish history, survived in 

' Cf. Isaiah: 'This is the purpose that is purposed upon the whole earth: 
and this is the hand that is stretched out upon all the nations. For the Lord of 
hosts hath purposed, and who shall disannul h> and his hand is stretched out, 
and who shall turn it back.'' (xiv. 26-7). 
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Christianity. T h e Christian view represents a blend of the 
Greek and the Jewish conceptions of the historical. In the 
works of St. August ine , w h o stood at the meeting-point of 
the two worlds, the classical and the Christian, w e find the 
struggle between the two conceptions. W h e n he saw the 
great catastrophe happening before his eyes, the decay and 
death of the Roman E m p i r e , the end o f what seemed the 
most stable structure the world had seen, he pointed to 
the transcendent reality o f God, the one changeless being 
above all the chances and changes of life. T h i s is the central 
idea in his Confessions. T h e Jewish emphasis on the historical, 
and the Christian doctrine of incarnation are difficult to 
reconcile with the absolute and non-historical character of 
the Godhead. T h e vigorous intellectual life of the M i d d l e 
A g e s was devoted to the explication of this problem and the 
finding of credible justifications for the other doctrines of 
the faith. In the theological writings of T h o m a s Aquinas we 
find an impressive attempt to build a system of Christian 
theology with the aid of the cold logic of the Aristotelians. 
In spite of these great attempts, however, the problem still 
remains unsolved. ' 

T h e very completeness of the edifice of thought raised by 
the M i d d l e A g e s left little room for undiscovered facts and 
paralysed thought. 

2. W h e n righteousness is practised, not for its own sake 
but because it is the will of God, it is practised with a fervour 
and a fanaticism that are sometimes ungodly. W h e n the 
will of God is known, we feel driven to pass it on and think 
it intolerable that it should be disobeyed. ' T h e L o r d G o d 

' A great Russian theologian, Nicholas Berdyaev, refers to this difficulty 
thus: 'According to the dogma of the Church and its prevailing philosophy, the 
possibility of a movement or of an historical process in the depths of divine 
hfe would appear to be incompatible with the Christian consciousness. There 
exists, indeed, a wide-spread Christian doctrine which denies that the principle 
of movement and of tragic destiny can affect the nature of the Divine Being. 
But I am deeply convinced that the Christian doctrine of the immobility and 
inertia of God and the Absolute, and of the effectiveness of the historical 
principle only in the creative and relative world that differs essentially from 
the Absolute is a purely exoteric and superficial doctrine. And it ignores 
what is most inward and mysterious, the esoteric truth implicit in the doctrine 
of the divinity' {The Meaning of History, E.T. (1936), p. 47). 
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hath spoken, who can but prophes W h i l e such a belief 
gives definiteness, conviction, and urgency to the ethical 
message, which no abstract logic could give, it at the same 
time shuts the door against all change and progress. 

T h e Jews first invented the myth that only one religion 
could be true. A s they, however, conceived themselves to 
be the 'Chosen People',^ they did not feel a mission to con
vert the whole world. T h e Jews gave to Christianity an 
ethical passion and a sense of superiority; the Greeks gave 
the vague aspirations and mysteries of the spirit a logical 
form, a dogmatic setting; the Romans with their practical 
bent and love of organization helped to institutionalize the 
religion. T h e i r desire for world dominion transformed the 
simple faith of Jesus into a fiercely proselytizing creed. After 
the time o f Constantine, authorities, clerical and secular, dis-
jlayed systematic intolerance towards other forms of religious 
jelief, taking shelter under the words ' H e that is not with me 

is against me, and he that gathereth not with me, scattereth*. 

A d d to this the idea that the K i n g d o m is not of this world 
and August ine 's distinction of the T w o Cities and the world 
becomes a fleeting show, beauty a snare, and pleasure a 
temptation. T h e highest virtue is abstinence and mortifica-

f tion. ' I f any man come to me, and hate not his father, and 
mother, and wife, and children, and brethren, and sisters, 
yea, and his own Hfe also, he cannot be my disciple.' U n d e r 
the shadow of this great renunciation social impulses 
declined and intellectual curiosity slackened. 

3. T h e doctrine o f the State as a divine creation was 
supported by the apostles and the Primitive Church. 
'Render unto Caesar the things that are Caesar's. ' ' T h e 
powers that be are ordained of God. ' It was one of the ele
mentary duties of the Christians to pray for princes and 
other powers. T h e supremacy of the State obtained religious 
support. 

T h e conquests of the Romans imposed unity on a large 
part of Europe and gave it a characteristic civilization with 
its laws and anguages. Roman law still forms the basis of 
the codes of several European countries. Before the close 
o f the fifth century the Roman Empire of the W e s t had 

• Amos iii. 8. 2 Deuteronomy xiv. 2. 
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fallen before the arms o f the northern invaders, and though 
a shadow of Rome's ancient power and name still survived 
at Constantinople, E u r o p e had lost its former political unity. 
But the idea of cultural unity was sustained to some extent 
by the H o l y Roman E m p i r e . T h o u g h there were local and 
feudal anarchy and a good deal of fighting in the M i d d l e 
A g e s , her greatest representatives, Charlemagne and Otto , 
Barbarossa and Hi ldebrand, A q u i n a s and Dante , believed in 
one Church and one E m p i r e . T h e capture of Constantinople 
by the T u r k s in 1453 destroyed the last remains of the Roman 
E m p i r e in the East and ushered in a new era. 

W h i l e medieval Christianity gave to E u r o p e a sure sense 
o f the reality of the unseen, which holds the key to the destiny 
o f man and the clue to right conduct, and thus redeemed even 
the intellectual and artistic pagans from an easy, self-centred, 
and self-complacent superficiality, it imposed on E u r o p e 
religious bigotry, which stifled free intellectual inquiry and 
fostered narrowness and obscurantism. But people whose 
physical and mental powers are unexhausted cannot remain 
content with such an order. T h e elements of a freer life 
gradually asserted themselves. T h o u g h the M i d d l e A g e s 
had lived in the shadow of antiquity and were more con
cerned with its forms than the spirit, still through a gradual 
inward ripening of the mind the easy and natural thought 
o f the ancient Greeks, their exactitude of conception and 
experiment, attracted attention. T h e scholastic movement 
itself prepared the way for a rationalist revival. T h e greatest 
minds had a perception of the interrelations of the divine 
and the human, Dante tells us that divine providence has 
set before man two ends: blessedness of this life, which con
sists in the exercise of his natural powers, and blessedness 
of eternal life, which consists in the fruition of the vision of 
G o d . Religion and humanism are not opposites. E a c h needs 
the characteristic gifts and graces of the other. T h i s recogni
tion prepared the way for the belief in the perfectibility o f 
man and society which was later raised to the rank of a 
dogma. 

IV 
T h e Renaissance is the great age of disintegration and 

rebir th , when for good or ill the organic unity of life of the 
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M i d d l e A g e s , derived from its religious orientation, passed 
away, and the new world of Copernicus and Columbus, of 
Luther and Calvin, of Galileo and Descartes, of Machiavell i 
and H e n r y V I I I , came to birth. T h e history of the last four 
hundred years in Europe has been a simultaneous growth 
in political freedom, economic prosperity, intellectual ad
vancement, and social reform, but it has also been a slow and 
sure decay of traditional religion, morality, and social order. 
I f in one sense it has been a progress, in another it has been 
a reaction, marked by a departure from the authentic founda
tions of life. A new civilization, based on the three Greek 
ideals of rationalist philosophy, humanist ethics, and nation
alist politics, has been g r o w i n g up. 

I . T h e Renaissance gave back to Europe the free curio
sity of the G r e e k mind, its eager search for first principles 
as well as the Roman's large practicality and sense for the 
ordering of life in harmony with social utility. T h e s e were 
pursued with a passion, a seriousness, an almost religious 
ardour, which Europe acquired during the long centuries of 
piedieval religious discipline. 

U n d e r the influence of the new movement aiming at a 
complete rehabilitation o f the human spirit, science started 
on its unfettered career. T h e sky changed with Copernicus, 
and the habitable world with the explorers. T h e scientific 
and technological achievements cast the world into a closely 
knit unity and modern history slowly grew into the stature 
of world history. 

Philosophical thought was moulded by the prestige of 
science. T h e reassertion of the mental habits of the Graeco-
Roman world dates from Descartes, who rejects all that his 
intellect cannot include. H e tries to put an end to the capri
cious multifariousness o f opinion by the practice of the 
critical method. T r u t h is contained only in thnt which can 
be recognized clearly and distinctly. W h a t is unclear and 
mysterious is not true. T r u t h lies where all men think alike, 
in judgements of universal validity. Mathematics is the 
great example of ideal truth. Spinoza, like Kant, aimed at 
a strictly scientific metaphysics and clothed his thoughts in 
the form of geometrical propositions. Metaphysics should 
be strict science and contain no arbitrariness. ' T r u t h ' , says 
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Spinoza, 'would be eternally hidden from the human race, 
had not mathematics, which deals, not with ends, but with 
the nature and properties of figures, shown to man another 
norm of truth. ' ' So he treats of G o d , understanding, and 
human passions as though they were circles a n d triangles. 
Nature becomes an enormous silent machine w h i c h is in
different to the values of man. E v e n if we call the former 
by the name of G o d , it does not come nearer the human 
being. 'For the reason and will which constitute God 's 
essence must differ by the breadth of all heaven from our 
reason and will, have nothing in common with them, except 
the name; as little, in fact, as the d o g star has in common 
with the dog, the barking animal. ' L e i b n i z breaks up the 
one world of Spinoza into an infinitely large number of parts 
which move according to eternally existing laws and have 
neither the right nor the power to alter by a hair's breadth, 
the order which is independent of them. Kant raises the 
question whether a science of metaphysics with a logical 
structure like that of the well-established mathematical and 
natural sciences is possible. T h e s e latter have acquired so 
scientific character on account of the universal rules, the syn
thetic a -priori j u d g e m e n t s , which they employ. Since these 
rules are applicable only within the limits of possible experi
ence, metaphysics, which aims at the transcendent, is an im
possibility. T h e passion for law, for rule, dominates Kant 's 
philosophy. Rule expresses truth and justifies conduct . A n 
action is right if we so act that the principle of it can be made 
a general rule. H e g e l does not ask whether it is necessary 
for metaphysics to be a science, but strengthens the belief 
in the autonomy of reason. For him philosophy is the self-
development of the spirit, its natural and necessary un
folding. 

T h e Engl ish school o f empiricism would get rid of all 
ideas which do not correspond to actual facts, o f all proposi
tions which cannot be tested by experience. L o c k e wished 
to rid philosophy of futile speculations into the inscrutable. 
In his hands even natural science becomes uncertain. ' In 
physical things' , says he, 'scientific knowledge will still be 
out of our reach. ' Sense is the only way of k n o w i n g , and it 

' Ethics, pt. I , Appendix. 
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cannot give us certainty. T h o u g h his intellectual successor 
Berkeley imparted a theological impulse to his empiricism 
and admitted the reality of spirits, human and divine, H u m e 
developed the logical implications of the empirical attitude 
when he left us with a world of impressions and ideas about 
whose origin and significance we know next to nothing. T h e 
successors of the rationalist and empirical schools to-day are 
dominated by the scientific method. Some of the recent 
writings of realists remind us of H u m i a n analysis and scepti
cism. A contemporary German thinker, Husserl , says that 
it is his desire 'to discover a radical beginning of a philo
sophy which, to repeat the Kantian phrase, will be able to 
present itself as science', 'to furnish philosophy with a 
scientific beginning ' . ' T h e infallibility of the C h u r c h had 
yielded to the infallibility of scientific reason. A s it in its 
turn seems to be failing us, we are in a tide of reaction against 
it. T h e different philosophical tendencies of voluntarism, 
pragmatism, and vitalism are indications of the transition 
from the predominantly rationalistic period of human de
velopment. 

2. T o conserve the ancient wisdom and practise the 
ancient virtue was the ambition of the humanist thinkers o f 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. T h e y aimed at an 
escape from a life regulated by rigid ecclesiastical tradition 
into one of joyous freedom and unfettered spontaneity. 
Earthly life becomes the object of all striving and action. 
T h e critical spirit helps us to see the relativism of all moral 
codes. W e refuse to be satisfied by mere statements about 
right and wrong, but ask for their reasons. W e long for 
freedom from convention, mistaking it for real freedom. 
Conventions are said to be mere inhibitions and habits an 
orthodoxy. A cold dissection of the deepest things men have 
lived by ends in libertarian experiments in morals. Intel
lectual and artistic refinement places no check on brutal lusts 
and savage passions. T h e faith that the spread of reason will 
abolish all irrational outbursts has disappeared. T h e r e is 
more violence, oppression, and cruelty than there used to be. 
M a n tries to rule his conduct by means external to himself, 

' Ideai, by E. Husserl, E.T. by W . R. Boyce Gibson, pp. 27 and 30 
(19 31). See also Aycr, Language, Truth, and Logic (1936). 
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by technique and not self-control. M o r a l i t y as an individual 
regeneration, an inner transformation, is not accepted. 

U n d e r the influence o f the democratic conception of the 
right of all individuals as members of the society to the full 
life and development of which they are individually capable, 
the old landed economy of feudalism broke up, and the new 
money economy with the beginnings of economic individual
ism and the promise o f modern industrialism developed. 
T h e release of the middle classes, which was effected by the 
abolition of privilege and feudalism, was succeeded by the 
claim of the w o r k i n g classes to a fair share in the wealth 
they produce. Liberal attempts to free the workers from 
their ignorance, isolation, and poverty by gradual humani
tarian legislation and increased taxation seemed to be very 
slow, and a new programme of abolishing capitalism, which 
is said to be the root cause o f all political and social evils, 
by persuasion and constitutional methods if possible and b y 
violence and revolution if necessary, became more popular. 
Everywhere a tendency towards State absolutism has been 
growing. T h e pressure of society on the individual is not 
ess effective to-day than it was in the days o f barbarism. 

T h e view that social discipline is intended to assist the de
velopment of the innate goodness in man, which he does 
not altogether abandon even when his nature is heated by 
passion, finds little support. Coercion becomes justified both 
within and without the State. 

T h e influence of the Renaissance aided the breaking of 
the power of the Papacy, in the establishment of Protestant
ism, and the r ight of free inquiry. L u t h e r put the Bible in 
place of the infallible C h u r c h and held it to be an unerring 
expression of God 's relation to man. T h e Reformation in
sists on the r ight o f the individual reason to determine the 
sense of the inspired scripture. T h o u g h in theory the inter
pretation of the Bible was left to the individual thinker, in 
practice the members of the different Churches were re
quired to accept their varying interpretations of the contents 
o f the Bible. E a c h C h u r c h thought itself to be the special 
depositary of the only true exposition of the perfect will 
o f G o d . 

F r o m the philosophical side, attacks were made on the 
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traditional religion. If the world is an expression of law, if 
the universe is mechanical in character, G o d is necessary 
perhaps to set up the machinery which can work of itself. 
H e is only the architect of the world. T h e theism o f the 
M i d d l e A g e s lapses into deism. If the machine can w o r k 
of itself it can also set itself up and start working. 

W h i l e the philosophers of the Enlightenment and Ger
man Idealism attempt to reconcile Christian truth with the 
findings of reason, Schleiermacher sets out to prove that it 
is in conformity with the conditions of religious conscious
ness. Ritschl tries to establish that it is consistent with the 
cultural ethos. T h u s Christian theology, which was once 
based on a sovereign act of G o d transcending all human 
powers o f comprehension, gets steadily rationalized and is 
recommended on the ground that it can be reconciled with 
scientific truth and ethical values. T h e latter thus become 
more important than the revelation itself. T h e new spirit, 
which questioned the conventional forms of religion and the 
mediation of the priesthood between God and man, could 
not fail to go forward and question the scripture itself, and 
then all sense of the supernatural. 

H u m a n i s m is the religion of the majority of the intellectuals 
to-day. M o s t of us who profess to be religious do so by habit, 
sentiment, or inertia. W e accept our religion even as w e do 
the Bank of England or the illusion of progress. W e profess 
faith in G o d but are not inclined to act on it. W e k n o w the 
forms of thought but do not have the substance of conviction. 
W h e n men have lost the old faith and have not yet found 
anything solid to put in its place, superstition grows. T h e 
long-starved powers of the soul reassert their claims and shift 
the foundations of our mind. T h e weak, the wounded, and 
the overstrained souls turn to psycho-analysis, which deals 
with the problems of the soul under the guise of rationality 
and with the prestige of science. It tells us that man is only 
rational in part. T h e authoritarian creeds, which take us 
back to pre-Renaissance days, appeal to those who find the 
life of pure reason so utterly disconcerting. Revivals over
take us, and we yield to them in the faith that something is 
better than nothing. T h e age is distracted between new 
knowledge and old belief, between the cheap godless natural-
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ism of the intellectuals and the crude revivals of the funda
mentalists. A s piety in any real sense has been effectively 
destroyed for large numbers, the national State absorbs all 
their energies and emotions, social, ethical, and religious. 

3. T h e State which is the most powerful organization is 
least hampered by inner scruples or outer checks. M a n in 
the community is at least half-civilized, but the State is still 
primitive, essentially a h u g e beast of prey. W e have no 
strong public opinion, or effective international law, to re
strain the predatory State. T h e fear o f defeat or o f a disas
trous break-down is all that prevents an outburst. 

Nations have become mysterious symbols to whose pro
tection we rally as savages to fetishes. T h e y claim to be 
enduring entities each sufficient to itself and independent of 
the rest. T h e y are trained to believe that there w o u l d be no 
impoverishment of the world if other nations perished and 
they themselves were left intact. Speaking of Athens , Pericles 
says: ' W e of the present generation have made our City in 
all respects most self-sufficient to meet the demands of peace 
or w a r . ' i If the modern Frenchman, German, or Amer ican is 
sincerely convinced of his own immeasurable superiority to 
the 'lesser breeds without the law' and proclaims himself 
as the source and consummation of world civilization, he is 
only the spiritual heir of the Greeks and the Jews. W h i l e 
Plato knew that patriotism was not enough, that it was some
thing of a pious fraud, he yet commended it on grounds of 
social expediency.2 For him barbarians were enemies by 
nature, and it was not improper to wage war on them even 
to the point of enslaving or extirpating them.3 T h e influence 
of the Jews, w h o were intensely conscious of be ing not as 
other men are, helped to strengthen the sacred egoism of 
the nation. Paul reaffirmed the dichotomy when he divided 
'vessels of mercy afore prepared into glory ' from 'vessels of 
wrath fitted to destruction' on the basis of religion, and 
patriotism used it for its purposes. T h e antitheses of the 
Greek and the barbarian, of the Jew and the Gentile, of Nordic 
and non-Nordic, have all a family likeness. O n l y the other 
day did we hear a great leader declare that ' G e r m a n y is 

• Thucydides, ii, E.T. by Marchant. 
* Republic, 414 b. ' Republic, v. 470 c-471 a. 
4444 c 



18 T H E W O R L D ' S U N B O R N S O U L 

W h a t then is the position t o - d a y U n c e r t a i n t y , a funda
mental agnosticism, a sense of uneasiness that we are hasten
ing confusedly to unknown ends. In his famous cartoon 
The Twentieth Century Looks at the Future, M a x Beerbohm 
depicts a tall, well-dressed, somewhat stooping figure looking 
out over a wide landscape at a large question-mark which 
hangs over the distant horizon like a malignant star. T h e 
future is incalculable. W e do not know what we want. In 
previous periods men had a clear conception of the goal they 
were aiming at. It is either a life of reason or a triumph of 
religion or a return to old perfection. W e are aware of the 
emptiness and the profaneness of our life, but not of a way 
of escape from it. Some advise us to retain our respect for 
reason and submit to fate. Others tell us that the task is too 
much for man and we are only to wait for a saviour who 
alone can set right the disorder in the heart of things. Some 
gaze back in spirit to the mellow vistas of the nineteenth 
century, of industrial prosperity, colonial expansion, and 
liberal humanitarianism, honestly persuaded that the world 
was better off under the guidance of men o f birth and breed
ing, and are prepared to fight a last battle for authority and 
order. A vision of the medieval order with C h u r c h and theo
cracy, militarism, and despotism for its principles is some
times held up before us. Al l these efforts are irrelevant to 
our times. T h e y are like doses of morphia which give us 
temporary relief but cause permanent injury to the health. 
Neither a contented fatalism nor religious expectancy nor 
reversions to the past can give meaning to a world which is 
in search of its soul. T h e slow dying of the old order need 
not fill us with despair, as it is the law of all nature that life 
comes only by death. E v e r y civilization is an experiment 
in life, an essay in creation, to be discarded when done with. 
W i t h the infinite patience of one who has endless time and 

our religion', the glory o f the blood and soil of 'eternal 
Germany' is the sole purpose of existence justifying any 
sacrifice of individual liberty and thought. T h e s e resound
ing appeals for national hegemony and racial domination 
have a common origin and accent. 
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limitless resources at her absolute command, Nature slowly, 
hesitatingly, often wastefully, goes on her triumphant way. 
She takes up an idea, works out its form till, at the moment 
of its perfect expression, it reveals some fundamental flaw, 
and then breaks it u p again to begin anew a diff"erent pattern. 
Y e t in some way the wisdom and spirit of all past forms 
enter into those which succeed them and inspire the gradual 
evolution of the purpose of history. 

T o - d a y the soul o f man no longer rests upon secure 
foundations. E v e r y t h i n g round him is unsteady and contra
dictory. H i s soul has become more complicated, his spirit 
more bitter, and his outlook more bewildered. But his unrest 
is not a mere negative force. H e is not only oppressed by 
new doubts but is inspired by new horizons, new per
spectives, and a thirst for new relations with fellow men. H e 
has reached a more advanced state of spiritual maturity, and 
so the dogmas of traditional religions are no longer able to 
answer his questions or overcome his doubts. T h e present 
profound malaise is really a form of growing-pains. T h e 
new world for which the old is in travail is still like an em
bryo. T h e components are all there; what is lacking is the 
integration, the completeness which is organic conscious
ness, the binding together of the different elements, making 
them breathe and come to life. W e cannot live by instinct, 
habit, or emotion. W e need a rational faith to sustain a new 
order of life and rescue us from our mental fag and spiritual 
anxiety. 

T h e great periods of human history are marked by a wide
spread access of spiritual vitality derived from the fusion of 
national cultures with foreign influences. If we take Judaism 
we find that Abraham came from Mesopotamia and Joseph 
and M o s e s from E g y p t . Later, Judaism shows the influence 
of Hel lenism. A s i a M i n o r and E g y p t exercised considerable 
influence over the Greek development. T h e creative genius 
of the medieval world came from Palestine. T h e transition 
to the modern world was marked by the recovery of the 
ancient. In times of trouble we draw the profoundest in
spiration from sources outside us, from the newly recovered 
past or the achievement of men under different skies. So, 
perhaps, the civilizations of the East , their religions and 


