TEXT FLY WITHIN
THE BOOK ONLY



UNIVERSAL
LIBRARY

OU_162148

AdvVddl T
1VSHEAINN






OUP—67--11-1-68—5,000.

J o X ' .
OSMANIA UNIVERSITY LIBRARY
Call No. 3‘8‘| O? g % Accession No. 24—-6q

Autor - Mumf g ,Leins
Tile  Comdibion of wan - 1944

This book should be returned on or before the date last marked below.






THE CONDITION OF MAN



BOOKS BY LEWIS MUMFORD

THE STORY OF UTOPIAS 1922

STICKS AND STONES
THE GOLDEN DAY
HERMAN MELVILLE
THE BROWN DECADES
MEN MUST ACT
FAITH FOR LIVING

THE SOUTH IN ARCHI-
TECTURE

I. TECHNICS AND
CIVILIZATION

II. THE CULTURE OF
CITIES

IT1. THE CONDITION OF
MAN

1924
1926
1929
1931
1939

1940

1941

1934
1938

1944



THE CONDITION
‘ OF MAN

LEWIS MUMFORD

LONDON

MARTIN SECKER & WARBURG LTD.
7 JOHN STREET, BLOOMSBURY, W.C.1



PRINTED IN GREAT BRITAIN BY
MORRISON AND GIBB LTD., LONDON AND EDINBURGH



This is the third volume in the series that opened with Technics and Civi-
lization. Conceived in 1930 as a whole, these studies fall within a common
frame; and they themselves seek to exemplify in method and plan the
doctrine of organic humanism that underlies them. Each book modifies
and deepens the others, as the successive colors in the printing of a litho-
graph not only fill out the vacans patches on the plate but alter the values
of the preceding imprint.

If the experiences of the past ten years have made the colors of the third
volume more somber, they have not altered the original design. My aim
has been to give a rounded interpretation of the development of Western
man, and to show what changes in his plan of life are necessary if he is to
make the most of the vast powers he may now command: changes that
have become imperative if he is to save himself from extinction by means
of the very instruments he too devoutly worships.

These books were written during a period of rapid social disintegration.
W hatever hope emerges from them has at least been earned: it is what
is left after one has faced the worst. Much has been taken from us but
much remains: and no knowledge is too bitter to be assimilated provided
we have the courage to face our mistakes, the humility to change our -
minds, and the faith and fortitude needed to live through the present
Time of Troubles.

Those who seek in the last chapter of the present work for specific direc-
tions that will enable them to escape from the current situation will look
in vain; for the final pages of Volume Three only set the stage for Volume
Four which I planned as early as-1940, when I found I could not en-
compass the whole subject in a single volume.

Unfortunately a correct diagnosis does not necessarily mean an easy
cure. Unless men are moved to the depths of their souls—that is, far be-
low the reach of their conscious knowledge—by the present crisis, there
is little hope that they will meet its challenge in the only spirit that will
ensure their survival and renewal. The analysis offered in The Condition
of Man seeks to give this process an historic foundation and a rational
goal: but one would not do justice to the gravity of our present state if
one encouraged the reader to believe that he could reach heaven without
passing through purgatory. Those who secretly demand “salvation in six
easy lessons” reveal their fear of self-criticism, their incapacity to face
reality, and their desire for a glib mechanical substitute for the painful
but rewarding processes of life. Not once, but repeatedly in man’s history
has an all-enveloping crisis provided the conditions essential to a re-
newal of the personality and the community. In the darkness of the present
day that memory is also a promise.
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INTRODUCTION

What is man? What meaning has his life? What is his origin, his condi-
tion, his destiny? To what extent is he a creature of forces beyond his
knowledge and his control, the plaything of nature and the sport of the
gods? To what extent is he a creator who takes the raw materials of exist-
ence, the heat of the sun, the stones and the trees and the soil, his very
body and its organs, and refashions the world to which nature has bound
him, so that a good part of it reflects his own image and responds to his
will and his ideal? These questions are as old as the abilify to put them
in so many words; perhaps older. And in framing its answer each epoch
in human culture, each generation, leaves its characteristic mark.

All the questions man asks about his life are multiplied by the fact of
death: for man differs from all other creatures, it would seem, in being
aware of his own death and in never being fully reconciled to sharing the
natural fate of all living organisms. The tree of knowledge, with its apple
that gave man awareness of good and evil, also grew a more bitter fruit
man wrenched from its branches: the consciousness of the shortness of the
individual life and the finality of death. In his resistance to death man
has often achieved a maximum assertion of life: like a child at the sea’s
edge, working desperately to build up the walls of his sand castle before
the next wave breaks over it, man has often made death the center of his
most valued efforts, cutting temples out of the rock, heaping pyramids
high above the desert, transposing the mockeries of human power into
visions of godlike omnipotence, translating human beauty into everlasting
stone, human experience into printed words, and time itself, arrested in
art, into a simulacrum of eternity.

Death happens to all living things; but man alone has created out of the
constant threat of death a will-to-endure, and out of the desire for con-
linuity and immortality in all their many conceivable forms, a more mean-
ingful kind of life, in which Man redeems the littleness of individual men.

To achieve knowledge of himself and his place in the world man has
from the earliest appearance of civilization scanned the heavens above
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6 THE CONDITION OF MAN

place: a succession of investigators from Janet and Freud onward have
established the fact that psychic disharmony may disrupt the equilibrium
of the whole physical organism and even cause drastic disturbances of
function in one or another organ.

Man’s sanity and health consist, in fact, in his maintaining this double
balance: an even internal environment that frees the mind for independent
explorations and a balance of mind that enables the body to function as
an effective whole, despite continued changes of circumstance, changes
of occupation, and changes of physiological equilibrium through growth
itself. Change is a constant factor in all these processes: but not indefinite
change, for all life-maintaining changes are in the direction of equilib-
rium: those old standards of the Greek philosophers, harmony and com-
posure under all circumstances, as in Socrates’ imperturbable conduct at
Potidea, have the sanction of scientific wisdom. That equilibrium is itself
dynamic: for it is only by accepting and controlling change that man can
maintain his organism at its full capacity to function.

- As with other organisms man is subject to arrests, fixations, lapses into
inertness. In his desire to avoid physical danger, he may imitate the errors
of the armored reptiles; in trying to achieve a stable social order, he may
be tempted to imitate the ants, which have achieved complete social har-
mony at the price of going no farther in their development; in his desire
for an easy physical life, he may resort to parasitism, and in his effort to
overcome pain he may deliberately choose insensibility, which is a living
death.

All these temptations are vices because they are denials of the essential
nature of the living organism: denials of its capacity for variation, in
which it differs from insensate matter; its capacity for experimental life-
play, seeking a fuller mastery of its circumstances and its very self; and
finally, its capacity for insurgence, its unwillingness to take things lying
down. Variation, experiment, and insurgence are all of them attributes
of freedom; and though all organisms seem to make a bid for freedom,
it is man who has strained hardest to achieve it and to keep it as an essen-
tial attribute of at least some part of his society: even when he denied it
to a whole community, he reserved it for a favored group or class.

"Man’s extraordinary biological success has been due to the fact that he
was, in an extreme degree, the free and adventurous animal, with insati-
able curiosity that was stronger than that of the elephant’s child, with a
desire for mobility that has finally given him command of every medium
of locomotion, even the air, with an audacity that gave him control over
fire and now promises to release intra-atomic energy. But he was also the
self-nurturing, the self-domesticating animal, who prolonged his own mat-
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ing season past the period of rut and prolonged the infancy of his children
long enough to turn random infantile vocalizations into the orderly asso-
ciations and symbolisms of language. Man’s freedom has always been
achieved within the co-operative patterns of his culture: not freedom to
reject his social heritage, to depart from the human norm, but to select, to
modify, to augment that heritage, and to raise the norm.

So much for the elemental nature of man. It is an essential part of his
history; but there is another part that it is even more important to reckon
with: that which he shares with the other social animals, and above all,
that which emerged through the development of man’s specifically human
traits.

Man’s life differs from that of most other organisms in that individua-
tion has become more important to him than strict conformity to type:
he participates in all the characters of his species, and yet, by the very
complexity of his needs, each individual makes over the life-course of
the species and achieves a character and becomes a person. The more
fully he organizes his environment, thé more skillfully he associates in
groups, the more constantly he draws on his social heritage, the more does
the person emerge from society as its fulfillment and perfection. But that
process is never finished. Every other animal but man is a complete repre-
sentative of his species: man remains the unfinished animal, like the meas-
uring worm at the end of a twig, in Albert Pinkham Ryder’s illustration,
ever reaching out into the unknown. Man’s growth, therefoPe, is not com-
pleted by his biological fulfillment as a mate and a parent: nor is it com-
pleted by his death. Man’s nature is a self-surpassing and a self-transcend-
ing one: his utmost achievements are always beginnings and his fullest
growth must still leave him unsatisfied.

This quality of self-transcendence must be joined to another fact about
the nature of man: namely, that above his instinctive and automatic activi-
ties lies a whole stratum where purpose and meaning have full play. A
meaningless life and a purposeless life belong to the not-yet-human. Man
does not, therefore, merely function toward survival, his own or that of his
species, like other animals: he functions towards ends, which he himself
becomes progressively conscious of and progressively able to define. Out-
side such meanings and ends, the bitter words of the Preacher will hold:
All is vanity. Man’s purposes are not alone given in nature, but super-
imposed on nature through his social heritage: man’s ecologic partner-
ship with the earth and all other living forms must—as Patrick Geddes
elaborated—be complemented by man’s special creations, art, culture,
and polity, the processes through which he has made over every aspect
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of his natural environment, turning love-calls into music and stone quar-
ries into cities.

Like the social insects man has found a way of strengthening certain
useful individual traits through the social division of labor: a further
working out of the original biological division of tasks between the sexes.
Because of the element of compulsion and exploitation that was present
in the passage from primitive tribal co-operation to organized communi-
ties, these functional divisions have often tended historically to harden
into castes. But the real justification for the social division of labor lies
in the fact that it gives the individual personahty the benefit of the whole
community’s heightened capacities. It is in and through the community
that the individual person finds himself enlarged, energized—and com-
pleted. In society man faces himself and realizes himself; and in a free
society, mobile and democratic, like Athens in the fifth century B.C., each
citizen has an opportunity to plumb all his potentialities: the specialized
fragments are re-united in the whole man. At that point the human per-
son becomes an emergent from the community, embodying it and tran-
scending it: rejecting complete “adjustment” for the sake of growth.

The social division of labor found in some degree in all human socie-
ties was made possible by an even earlier human advance: the invention
of symbolization and the development of language. This is the most
specifically human characteristic; and it has given a special kind of cohe-
sion to the human community: that which results from a common response
to a common group of symbols. Man’s natural environment is comple-
mented by his idolum: and by idolum I mean a symbolic milieu composed
of images, sounds, words, fabrications, and even natural objects to which
‘man has attached a representative value. Symbolic representation makes
possible an interchange of experiences without respect to immediate lim-
itations of time and space. As man found ways of creating “permanent”
symbols in stone or reproducing his symbols by manifolding and copying,
he has been able to make larger and larger areas of his otherwise private
experience available to other men, though they are separated from him
by birth or distance.

The ability to create symbols and respond to symbols is an essential
difference between the world of brutes and the world of men. Without
symbols, man’s life would be one of immediate appetites, immediate sen-
sations; limited to a past shorter than his own lifetime, at the mercy of
a future he could never anticipate, never prepare for. In such a world
out of hearing would be out of reach, and out of sight would be out of
mind. By means of symbols man builds a coherent world out of patches
of sense-data and gleams of individual experience.
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The failure to understand the role of symbolization in human life has
been responsible for a grave misunderstanding of the nature of man.
Because symbols are subjective in origin, in that they are not found in
nature outside man, many people fancy that they are unreal, mischiev-
ous, or that a more sound existence would be possible if all symbols were
excluded except those that could be reduced to quantifies or visible oper-
ations. Those who have advocated this view lack an understanding of
man’s essence and true aptitude. On this subject Jean Calvin, for ex-
ample, is a safer guide than many current behaviorists. “The mani-
fold agility of the soul, which enables it to take a survey of heaven and
earth; to join the past and the present; to retain the memory of things
heard long ago; to conceive of whatever it chooses by the help of imag-
ination: its ingenuity, also, in the invention of such admirable arts, are
certain proofs of the divinity of man.” Thus Calvin. This agility of the
soul is the result of man’s development of the symbol: a more miraculous
tool than the fire that Prometheus stole from heaven.

Communication, communion, and co-operation, the three essential at-
tributes of human society, are all dependent upon the acceptance of com-
mon symbols to which the same meanings, functions, and values are
attached. Without those symbols there may be cohabitation; there may
even be a primitive kind of co-operation confined to the visible object and
the passing moment: but no more. And in turn, the deepening humaniza-
tion of man in society depends upon his capacity to turn experiences into
symbols and symbols into life-experiences. With limited symbols, he lives
in a closed world, closed in time, closed in space: a world without dis-
tances, perspectives, alternatives, prospects. Only by means of sym-
bols can man widen the powers of discrimination and the acts of choice:
only by symbols can he release himself from immediate pressures and
cast the events of his life into an order he has pre-ordained and shaped
in the mind. Thus symbols are not vicarious substitutes for experience
but a means of enhancing it and enlarging its domain.

Ritual, art, poesy, drama, music, dance, philosophy, science, myth,
religion, are accordingly all as essential to man as his daily bread: man’s
true life consists not alone in the work activities that directly sustain him,
but in the symbolic activities which give significance both to the processes
of work and their ultimate products and consummations. There is no
poverty worse than that of being excluded, by ignorance, by insensibility,
or by a failure to master the language, from the meaningful symbols of
one’s culture: those forms of social deafness or blindness are truly death
to the human personality. For it is through the effort to achieve meaning,
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form, and value that the potentialities of man are realized, and his actual
life in turn is raised to a higher potential.

The three studies in this series attempt to give full weight to all the
essential conditions for man’s development; but in this survey of The
Condition of Man it becomes important to redress the conventional con-
temporary unbalance, by giving emphasis precisely to those aspects
of man’s life that are usually neglected: his dreams, his purposes, his
ideals, his utopias. Many and various are the products of man’s art: but
his final work of art is himself.

To achieve a more organic view of man’s nature and prospects we must
reverse the conventional metaphysics, which looks upon the so-called
physical universe as basic and ultimate, and which regards the facts of
human existence as derivative. This metaphysics became popular because
uniformities and mathematical certainties were first established in the
physical sciences and first applied to the heavenly bodies, remote from
this man-infected world. But man is not born into that bare physical uni-
verse: rather, he is born into a world of human values, human purposes,
human instruments, human designs; and all that he knows or believes
about the physical world is the result of his own personal and social de-
velopment. The very language he uses for neutral scientific description
is a social product that antedates his science. Indeed, the tendency to look
upon processes in the physical world as more important, more funda-
mental, than the processes of organisms, societies, and personalities is
itself a by-product of a particular moment of human history: the out-
come of a systematic self-deflation.

The path of human development has .been from sensation to signifi-
cance, from the externally conditioned to the internally conditioned, from
herdlike cohesion to rational co-operation, from automatism to freedom.
Thus the poor beplagued creature of circumstances who greets us at the
beginning of history becomes progressively the shaper of his own char-
acter, the creator of his own destiny. But only up to a point. . . . For
this increase of self-control is subject to numerous hazards and setbacks:
man is the sport of natural forces both outside and within himself, forces
he sometimes circumvents but never entirely sets at naught. Pride trips
him; reason unnerves him. Even man’s cunningest efforts to escape na-
ture’s dominion may recoil against him: has he not, at this moment of
apparent triumph over nature, seen himself slip helplessly back from
freedom to automatism, from civilization to barbarism? In short, man’s
creativeness is always subject to his creatureliness; in the end, as Robert
Frost says, he must leave something to God. A :

Man’s higher development has been due to his unwillingness to accept
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the limits of the outer world as his own ultimate boundaries. Dreams,
impulses, intuitions, welling up within him, have helped man to give
part of that world the dimensions of his own being: a Kantian discovery
that positivism unreasonably ¢gondemns. Man sees God, as the theologians
say, and seeks to walk with Him in righteousness. Against the naked
wishes of his own ego he sets the super-ego: on one side a collective censor
and mentor, a judge and a moral conscience, bringing the private self
into relation with the public self, uniting the wishes of the moment with
the needs of a lifetime; and on the other side, the gods and muses, minis-
ters of grace, urging him to goodness and beauty, beguiling him with
visions that surpass the ego’s most exalted private dreams.

Often man’s imagination has led him into error and his search for
light has plunged him into deeper darkness, even as his will-to-perfection
has sometimes made him inhuman, cruel, life-denying. It was easier for
myth and religion to personify subjects than for science to objectify ob-
jects. But the final outcome of these efforts has been a deeper insight into
his condition and destiny than his practical activities by themselves would
ever have called forth. For it is by means of his ideal fabrications that
man circumvents his animal fate: his idolum and his super-ego help him
to transcend the narrow pragmatic limits of human society.

Thus, deviously but persistently, man has developed into a person: tied
to a local community, yet seeking brotherhood with all like-minded men;
bound to his own tribe, yet seeking a common tongue which others can
share and a wider purpose in which they can cooperate; tethered to his
biological destiny, yet most deeply human when he is detached and re-
leased, when, “counting gain or loss as one,” he accepts Krishna’s call
to face battle and death. Man comes into the world, he struggles, he tri-
umphs, he dies, not in order merely to perpetuate his species but to give
it a new destiny—that which his own cumulative culture makes possible:
a destiny that gives to the cosmos itself, perhaps, an emergent end, only
latent in matter and life till man himself appeared. A monad that can
think and feel is more important than a galaxy of impassive stars. The
soul, as Whitman well says, stands cool and composed before a million
universes.

Man’s subjective and his objective world are in constant interplay:
nothing that he knows about the universe can be dissociated from the
facts of his ownslife; and no product of his culture is so detached from
the larger groundwork of existence that he can impute to his individual
powers what alone has been made possible by countless generations of
men and by the uhderlying co-operation of the entire system of nature.
Nature has helped man to model his very self, and in turn, his own idolum
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has become a sccond nature, fulfilling more completely his latent powers.
Such historic accumulations of culture form the topsoil and humus in
which the higher life of man has flourished. Let the historic roots of a
culture be plowed up, let the dust storms scatter the loose soil, and what
is left is a bare surface of non-historic experience which will not sustain
human life or thought.

Man alone lives in a time-world that transcends the limitations of his
local environment: the world of the past, the present, and the possible;
or, if you will, the real, the realizing, and the realizable. Once he loses
hold on any of these dimensions of his experience, he cuts himself off
from a part of reality.

The slogan of the political reformers of the eighteenth century was—
The past has nothing to teach us; history is only the record of supersti-
tions, frauds, miseries, and lies. But the actions of these reformers were
usually more rational than their doctrines: they were not so indifferent
to human experience as to deny that honesty was beiter than fraud or
justice better than crime. Ounly in our own age have the final consequences
of their anti-historic nihilism shown themselves. During the last genera-
tion, particularly in the United States, it became popular to say that only
contemporary history was important; whereas the truth is that all history
is important because it is contemporary and nothing is perhaps more so
than those hidden parts of the past that still survive without our being
aware of their daily impact. He who knows only the events of the last
generation or the last century knows less than nothing about what is
actually happening now or what is about to take place.

So far from being overwhelmed by the accumulations of history, the
fact is that mankind has never consciously carried enough of its past
along with it. Hence a tendency to stereotype a few sorry moments of the
past, instead of perpetually re-thinking it, re-valuating it, re-living it in
the mind. It is only by this act of deliberately recapturing the past that
one can escape its unconscious influence; and this ordering of man’s real
experience is, as Croce has well said, the true groundwork of philosophy.
By lengthening the historic perspective, one gains power to throw off the
partialities and relativities of one’s immediate society; likewise, by facing
the totality of human experience, one becomes aware of elements that the
fashion or habit of one’s own particular epoch may arbitrarily have
neglected: archaic elements, primal elements, irrational elements, neg-
lected mutations and concealed survivals, often overlooked by the wise
in their too narrow wisdom.

In this sense, history is a reservoir of human creativeness. Without the
perpetual rediscovery and reinterpretation of history, without free access
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to that reservoir, the life of any single generation would be but a trickle
of water in a desert.

The limited conventions of historians have made us forget, however,
that history has an anticipatory side: it is the domain of the possible, the
starting point of the ideal. The real future is no mechanical continuation
of the present, which can be projected by a simple curve on a graph.
From moment to moment the inertia of the past may be altered by new
factors springing from both inside and outside the human personality.
The creation and selection of new potentialities, the projection of ideal
goals is, with reference to the future, the counterpart of an intelligent
commerce with the past. The neglect of the ideal leads only to the covert
practice of giving to the present an ideal significance it does not possess.
Utopia, as the expression of rational possibilities, is an integral feature
of purposive living; for no human life is fully rational unless it antici-
pates its own life-course and controls its present actions and present needs
in the light of some more general plan, some larger system of values,
into which all the parts of its existence tend to fit.

History is the dynamic working out of the drama of a culture; and in
the drama of a culture, the nature of man defines itself and realizes it-
self in partial detachment from the world common to other living organ-
isms. If nature is the theater of human life, the historic cultures provide
the scenery against which men act their parts. Much of the activity that
goes into a drama is preparatory and instrumental: but who would go to
the theater if all that went on was the raising and lowering of the curtain
or a perpetual change of scene—no matter with what mechanical adroit-
ness those tasks might be carried on? The combined efforts of the archi-
tects, builders, mechanics, scene shifters and spectators would not, in
themselves, produce a significant drama.

The drama itself is not a mere repetitive doing and acting: it consists
in symbolic deeds and actions and words through which the characters
who participate in it realize their fullest potentialities as men and women,
in a significant and purposive performance. Only when the drama is
enacted are the struggle and sweat of the preparatory workers justified.
All our questions as to the condition of man, then, remain bottomless until
one places man in the frame of a particular culture and a particular
historic moment: for his nature reveals itself only in the acting out of
his particular drama; and it cannot be understood by a static external
analysis, since time and purpose and development are of its essence.

With such basic notions as to the nature of man we now approach the
present crisis in modern civilization and attempt to bring to it a fresh
understanding,.
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In the present book I purpose to deal at length with the tangled ele-
ments of Western man’s spiritual history. People whose course of life
has reached a crisis must confront their collective past as fully as a
neurotic patient must unbury his personal life: long-forgotten traumas
in history may have a disastrous effect upon millions who remain un-
aware of them. If we have not time to understand the past, we will not
have the insight to control the future; for the past never leaves us, and
the future is already here.

The period through which we are living presents itself as one of un-
mitigated confusion and disintegration: a period of paralyzing economic
depressions, of unrestrained butcheries and enslavements, and of world-
ravaging wars: a period whose evil fulfillments have betrayed all its
beneficent promises. But behind all these phenomena of physical destruc-
tion we can detect an earlier and perhaps more fundamental series of
changes: a loss of communion between classes and peoples, a breakdown
in stable behavior, a loss of form and purpose in many of the arts, with a
growing emphasis on the accidental and the trivial: in short, the earliest
form of this crisis was an internal “schism of the soul,” as Toynbee calls
it, and a break up of the over-all pattern of meaning.

The drama our civilization had presented during the last four centuries
was played to its end: it was in fact played out; and the continued pres-
ence of the actors on the same stage, babbling the same parts, repeating
gestures too well learned, resulted only in a confusion that covered their
general emptiness of purpose.

The time has come for a new drama to be conceived and enacted. Each
of us has his part to play in that renewal. And first of all, we must under-
stand the formative forces that are still at work in our civilization: by
such fuller and deeper knowledge of our own living past, we will re-
fashion the actors themselves and give them new parts to perform. Now,
as once before in the disintegrating classic and medieval worlds, the
achievement of a new personality, a new attitude toward man and nature
and the cosmos, are matters of life and death. We must recapture once
more our sense of what it is to be a man: we must fashion a fresh way of
life, which will give to every man a new value and meaning in his daily
activities. A crisis that has been faced and mastered gives the survivor
a new confidence in his powers: thereby he reaches a higher point than
he might have achieved through a more normal line of growth. There lies
our hope.

In an attempt to control the disintegrating forces that are at work in
our society, we must resume the search for unity; and to this end, we
must explore the historic nature of the modern personality and the com-
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munity, in all their richness, variety, complication, and depth, as both
the means and the end of our cffort. As the processes of unity take form
in the mind, we may expect to see a similar integration take place in
institutions. But this change is not an automatic one. Only those who daily
seek to renew and perfect themselves will be capable of transforming our
society; while only those who are eager to share their highest goods with
the whole community—indeed, with all humanity—will be capable of
transforming themselves.






CHAPTER 1. PRELUDE TO AN ERA

1: Anticipations of Dissolution

Modern man in the West first took shape in a period of cultural dis-
integration: a slow, painful, largely unconscious process whose meaning
did not become plain to him until all hope of arresting it had disappeared.

Some of the best traits in our character are the product of a grand re-
treat that took place within the very heart of classic civilization, at a time
when all its values seemed secure. If pity and love have had a larger part
to play in our life than they did in the ancient world, it is mainly because
‘they nourished man during a period when he was dying of starvation
whtle sitting at a feast. To understand our present selves, we must under-
stand the central core which formed the primitive Christian: not because
we can live again within that archaic mold, but because we can then see
into the nature of our own plight and direct our efforts towards an even
more positive renewal.

For more than fifteen hundred years, our Western World has been
dominated by the personality and the myth of Jesus of Nazareth. The
prophecies that announced him, the words attributed to him, the rites that
enthroned him, the myths that magnified him, the institutions that sup-
planted him, have all left their imprint even on seemingly remote parts
of Western man’s existence. Any interpretation of contemporary events
which neglects the parallel between the Roman order and the modern
world, and which fails to understand the path taken by the Christian com-
munities, lacks a possible guide to the future. If we are to find a
straighter path, we must at least recognize the historic reasons for Chris-
tianity’s success.

One of the most convenient of Western man’s fictions is his habit of
dating the ‘events of world history before and after the birth of Jesus
Christ. But this mode of reckoning produces a false perspective: it shows
time shrinking, year by year, from six thousand to one thousand, down
to unity; and then beginning to increase once more. This produces the
illusion of a waning and waxing of events: a steep descent and a steady
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upward rise. No one can doubt that the turning point itself was a decisive
one. But there was a long underground germination. The Christian era
did not begin with the birth of Christ: it began five or six hundred years
before. We know far less about the immediate mission of Christ than we
do about the prelude and the aftermath. Isaiah, Hesiod, Lao-tse, Buddha,
Confucius, Solon, Zoroaster were activators in a far-spreading ethical and
mystical movement that set the stage for the Christian drama.

In a curious way, the illusion .of dwindling years gives a fairly accu-
rate picture of the course of life among the Greeks and the Jews from
the fifth and fourth century B.c. onwards. Christianity took possession of
a world in decay. The Jews had reached their high point in culture and
religion by the end of the sixth century: their supreme figure was the
prophet Isaiah. From that point on the voice of the prophets was under-
lined by events: their dark predictions and warnings were justified in
a succession of catastrophes, until these harried people, no longer able
to hold their own in a world of military rapine, fell at last under the
yoke of the Romans. The period of their downfall was marked by an
end of the old prophecies, which had been filled with somber determina-
tion and rational hope, calling for an heroic discipline in the communfty.
Human effort would no longer save these people from misfortune. Some-
thing superhuman was required.

The coming of Christ marked a definite turning point in Judaism. He
is the last of the great line of prophets; after him come the Rabbis, the
commentatars, the philosophers, the moralists; and as the Jews themselves
were further dispersed over the earth, reaching China, traveling down
into darkest Africa, making their way across the bleak wastes of Russia,
they carried with them the limitations that Christianity presently tran-
scended: thejr tribalism, their racialism, the venerable customs that sealed
them up in their own self-sufficient world. Yet this people became the
catalytic agent in the new transformation of society: their presence was
necessary, but they were unaffected by the change that took place. With-
out them, nothing so significant might have happened on the world stage:
yet everything that Christianity formulated and did was accomplished, so
to say, saving their presence. Judaism, translated into Christianity, lost
itself to gain a world. That loss and that gain can be understood only
in the light of the disruption of the classic order itself.

2: Attic Fulfillment

Another important part of the story of modern man begins for us
among a people far different from the motley mass of Africans, Syrians,
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Romans, Teutons, who were finally to crave the Gospel and create the
structure of the Christian Church: it begins with the Greeks.

By the sixth century, this people had long been settled among the
islands in the Aegean Sea and the adjacent mainlands: through coloniza-
tion and trade, their culture extended over into Sicily on the West and up
along the shores of the Black Sea on the East. They were hunters, farm-
ers, herdsmen: eventually sailors and merchants and craftsmen. Their
soil was thin, even before the goats had ravaged the undergrowth of the
forests and the woodman’s ax cut down the live oaks, the plane trees, and
the pines. They lived in a land of contrasts and extremes, with teeming
winter rains and dry summers that turn raging rivers into stone-bottomed
creeks. Here a continent life prevailed: the hard routine of the farm,
fairly described by Hesiod: bread, milk, honey, olives, an occasional
goat or sheep: almost always enough, almost never too much. But occa-
sionally there was luxury in the seaports as the products of the potter
and the smith found markets in distant lands, the little black ships bring-
ing back purple dye from Tyre and papyrus from Egypt, even as the
Yankee merchant captain brought back to Salem the silks of Calcutta
and the porcelain of China.

Sparta and Ionia were the poles of this life: Sparta with its rigor and
its abstinence, self-commanded even when necessity was lacking: Ionia,
an outpost of the East, with its perfumes and its gay silken clothes, its
incense and its luxury. A land of keen outlines: headlands and temples
etched, knife-sharp, against a sapphire blue sky. Cities occupied the fore-
ground: small, friendly, almost parochial, based upon family and tribe,
filled with neighbors who met face to face, and who kept one foot in their
ancestral village.

By the sixth century B.c. the experience of these peoples had begun
to bear fruit. Their struggles and jealousies, their adventures and hard-
ships and wars, had taken shape in the Homeric poems, the Odyssey
and the Iliad in particular: the fighting man who uses his muscles su-
perbly, and the curious, restless man who uses his wits, assumed ideal
forms in Achilles and Odysseus. In Hesiod, the voice of the village came
forth: denouncing injustice, hating war, picturing the descent of man from
the Golden Age of the past to the Iron Age of the present, but celebrating.
with pious confidence man’s Works and Days. Misfortune was common
but lifg was sweet: though the gods avenged Prometheus’s theft of fire
from heaven, they left man Hope.

Swiftly comes the creative moment in this civilization. The mind re-
mains delicately suspended: the eye looks around, discriminates, inquires,
beholds the natural world and passes at a bound from sprawling fantasy
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to continent, self-defining knowledge. In Thales and Anaximander natural
science is born: in Parmenides and his successors, logic. Sport lifts the
~ trammels of material necessity even in thinking: the mind has its own
Olympic celebration; and for a moment the highest good lies not in mak-
ing or in doing, but in quietly seeing: theory and esthetics are the domi-
nant modes of Greek experience. Theory means reflective contemplation;
esthetics, ordered perception. Over all spread the new doctrines of logic:
an attempt to bring the order of thought and the order of being into a
single realm. Kalakogathia, beautiful goodness, is the Hellenic expres-
sion for this unity. Beauty spreads from the body in the gymnasium to
the statue that stands at the entrance: the rhythm of gesture and move-
ment flows from the dancer and the discus thrower to the black outlines
of the figures on vase, cup, and bowl.

Above all, the reign of law begins: caked and clotted custom, which
had established the limited brotherhood of family and tribe, which had
given the old warrior nobles their pre-eminence in the community, must
now submit to criticism, revaluation, revision. Law brings with it a widen-
ing sense of order, which includes both the physical universe and the
social structure: it is no accident that the first great natural philosopher,
Thales, and the first great Greek law-giver, Solon, appear in the sixth
century and correspond with each other.

In the fourth century, Plato laid down the ideal conditions for govern-
ment: that a philosopher should become a king, or that a king should
acquire philosophy: furthermore, a reluctance to assume office was one
of the marks of the true ruler. All these conditions had been fulfilled in
the person of Solon. When he became the archon, or temporary ruler, he
effected a series of bold reforms: he wiped out the accumulated burden
of debts, brought about by the introduction of a money economy into
a simple agricultural society; he prevented men from selling themselves
dé&¥perately into bondage; he reduced the privileges and voting power
of the landed aristocracy; he established a democratic polity in which
free citizens became the active administrators of the laws, took part in
judicial decisions, participated in military service. Not merely did Solon
refuse to-assume exclusive power himself: he retired from the scene and
went traveling, in order to test the strength and efficacy of his reforms.
His individual actions were courageous, his detachment exemplary. What
might not a group of Solons accomplish? .

Though Solon established the rule of law, to supplant the rule of cus-
toms or individuals, the latter came back, almost immediately, in the
tyranny of Pisistratus. But the democratic experiment was well started;
and the experience of the Athenians, during the next two centuries, was
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to demonstrate its advantages and drawbacks. In the full tide of law,
civic responsibility, communal participation in the arts, common sacri-
fice in the defense of the country, the human person flourished, with a
free creativeness it had never probably shown on such a scale before. If
custom passed into law, ritual and myth passed into religious drama in
the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles; and the ribald eroticism of the
village, in the capering license of the springtide, became the comedies
of Aristophanes, in which healthy smut was mixed with wit, intellectual
criticism, political reprimand. '

In the world of thought, as in the domain of action, law was the foun-
dation of freedom: a method of overcoming the irrational and the un-
predictable. The legal meaning of law plays into the scientific meaning
from Anaximander down to Ostwald in our own day. Without order there
can be no freedom and without defining the limits of obligation one can-
not achieve them or pass beyond them. In time, the impersonal equity of
Nature became, with the Stoic philosophers, the pattern for human so-
ciety: orderly government based itself upon the primal laws of nature,
reborn in the human heart.

Law, order, continuity: these conditions are fundamental to freedom,
variety, and novelty, and are thus the very basis of social creativeness:
for freedom without law is irresponsible anarchy, variety without order
is chaos, and novelty without continuity is empty distraction. We who
live in an age of tyranny and disorder can recapture, perhaps, a little
of the breathless wonder and delight that the people of Athens felt when
they established a written constitution and engraved it on columns in the
market place, so that all might read, bear witness, and understand the
principles upon which their political life was based.

The important thing to notice about Greek culture in its heyday is
that nature and society were understood as a unity: Heraclitus’ Treatise
on Nature was divided into three parts, on the universe, on politics, and
on theology. Had he added a fourth.part, on medicine, he would have
embraced the full contribution of Hellenic thought to the molding of
personality.

While the personality was thus unified, it was possible for a statesman
like Solon to be a distinguished poet; for a stonecutter like Socrates to
be a doughty soldier and a supreme teacher; for a tragic dramatist like
Sophocles to take his turn as a general in command of Athens’ armies.
Out of an organic society arises an equally organic sense of the person.
The test of this unified view of man, society, and nature comes in the
treatment of disease. If one knew nothing of Greek law, science, or archi-
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tecture, one might deduce much of what I have been describing from the
teachings of Hippocrates and his school.

What were the specific contributions of the School of Hippocrates—
a special cure, an infallible diagnostic? Not in the least: Hippocrates’
great discovery lay in the perception that the cure of disease and the
maintenance of health belonged to the same branch of knowledge and
practice: disease was not an aberration, but a fulfillment of the order of
nature.

Hippocrates’ merit was to begin with the patient instead of the dis-
order: to see him in his environment, and to understand the effect of air,
climate, water, soil, situation, and food upon the internal equilibrium of
the body. Exercise, regimen, and diet were, with change of scene, the
secrets of medical cure, because they were originally the secret of man’s
own improvement of his physical condition. The Hippocratic tracts point
out that the work of the physician is not a whit different, with respect to
diet, from the original work of mankind in finding out what sorts of food
could be digested, and what are unfitted for human use. Man was not
an isolated body; and his disease was no mysterious possession of the
body by an evil spirit, but an event in the order of nature, to be followed
patiently and to be rectified, not by a single remedy, but by every means
that is available for producing health.

In The Laws Plato called the true physician an educator, and con-
trasted him with the quack who tends to slaves and who applies his quick
and ready remedies, after a diagnosis equally brief. It is as educators
that one must consider the School of Hippocrates: physicians whose wis-
dom consisted in understanding nature and co-operating with her, making
the patient take his own share in this co-operation, even to the point
of accepting death with resignation. Know thyself runs through this whole
culture: Thales utters it: Hippocrates formulates it: the Delphic. Oracle
has it written over the gates of the Temple: Socrates repeats it. The essen-
tial element in this regimen of self-knowledge is leisure and patience;
and that applies to both the bodily and the spiritual conditions of man. -
But in practice this meant that only a limited group, the free citizens—
or at least the wealthy—could live a fully human life.

“If anyone, regardless of the appointed time, tries to subdue diseases
by medicine,” observes Plato in the Timaeus, “he only aggravates and
multiplies them. Wherefore we ought always to manage them by regimen,
as far as we can spare the time, and not provoke a disagreeable enemy
by medicine.” This counsel of patience was not a foreign one to Greek
culture, so long as it kept its agricultural connections, and continued to
live by the olive tree, which bears no fruit for the first fifteen or twenty
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years of its existence. It was only when this agricultural tie was weakened
by extensive trade and imperialist exploitation that patience gave out.
Then people looked for short-cuts to happiness, to success, or to personal
perfection. Some of Plato’s contempt for the Sophists must have been
due to the fact that they not only taught wisdom for pay but promised
that it would quickly-bear fruit.

When one surveys Hellas at the beginning of the fifth century it would
seem as if the Greeks were on the brink of a permanently happy dispen-
sation: fear quieted, pain under control; disease gently diverted to health,
human relationships passing from force and custom to justice and ra-
tional ethics—with beauty rising, in the painted images or marble temples
of the Acropolis, above the simple dwellings, still unpretentious as in a
village, huddled together below. If the shield of Homer presented an
idyll of the early life of the village, the Panathenaic frieze represented
the ideal consummation of the polis. Was the smile on the face of the
sixth century statues, that smile we now call archaic, not more than an
inane convention? Life was good. Reason and measure had appeared.

Reason, as Parmenides observed, delivers one from the aimless gov-
ernment of the eye, the echoing of the ear, the bondage of habit: it is
truer than the senses. Measurement frees one from confusion and muddle:
the builder with his rule and his compass achieves accuracy and geo-
metric beauty, which Plato calls the highest form of beauty: in shipbuild-
ing, in temple building, in all manner of carpentry and masonry, in pot-
tery and in plastic art, these subtle craftsmen work out ideal proportions.
Practical men, if they do not develop the new mathematical theorems,
take advantage of them; the properties of a triangle and a circle become
known: mathematical order and organic order are both present in the
Parthenon.

But reason, measure, balance, depend for their existence upon the con-
tinuity of the life that they order. From the fifth century on two forces
were at work that upset this life: an inner repression and division, and a
series of outer pressures and calamities. Let us examine them.

-3: Twilight at Noon

The fierce sunlight of the sixth century awakening did not last long.
Indeed, a cloud passed over the sun, chilling the landscape, when the
sun itself was still near zenith. Man does not live by day alone; and
when reason attempts to supplant man’s instincts and organic reflexes
and dumb feelings, instead of utilizing them to better ends, man stumbles
and falters, as he does when he attempts by use of his conscious mind

to put one foot before another in going down stairs.
B
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Mystery and darkness envelop man, and night to him has many forms,
the night of his animal past, the night of his unconscious urges, the night
of an ignorance whose circumference seems to widen with every expansion
of his conscious knowledge, and finally, the night of non-existence and
death, which encloses his personal life at both ends. Reason could gently
laugh the Homeric gods out of existence, because they were inferior in
their sudden angers and exorbitant lecheries to the self-control practiced
by living men: but reason could not exorcise the demons that rose out of
man’s unconscious, nor could it extricate man from a chain of events in
which both determinism and chance sometimes mocked the efforts of the
human will.

At their height, the Greeks were conscious of many unresolved di-
lemmas in man’s life: Aeschylus and Sophocles wrestled with these mys-
teries and uttered repeated warnings against the pride of the conscious
intellect and the reliance upon man’s conscious powers. Traditional re-
ligion had taught men to walk warily. Oedipus is destined to kill his
father and marry his mother: the more he attempts to escape his destiny,
the more fatally he finds himself enmeshed in it: those who have not
faced this abiding irrationality have not dared to look reality in the face.
The very obscurity of man’s unconscious impulses, their uncontrollable
character, upset both reason and measure. Violence, curbed by constitu-
tions and deliberations in the Assembly, did not disappear: hatred, pas-
sion, injustice did not yield as easily to a sound regimen as tuberculosis
or gastritis. Indeed, sophisticated thinkers, like Thrasymachus in The
Republic, argued for the rights of the strong and the justice of the unjust.
Athens, boasting of her freedom and enlightenmerit, exacted tributes from
her allies, so that Pericles’ great public works program might be sump-
tuously fulfilled: in the name of her old religion, she put to death the
most religious man in Athens. Reason? . . . Measure? . . .

But this was not all. The entire Greek polity was built upon an insti-
tution that defied reason: the institution of slavery. Though slavery had
originated, perhaps, as an alternative to putting to death a conquered
foe, and so once represented a moral advance, now it had become just the
opposite: warfare became a means of increasing the number of slaves.
To justify the inhuman relationship, the Greeks insisted that the slave was
an inferior species of being, meant by nature for base and servile tasks—
as if those who had lost in battle were not often the superior of those who
had captured them. To challenge slavery, the whole character of the polis
must have altered: the easier choice was to rationalize this irrationality
and repress the sense of guilt its existence unconsciously produced. This
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failure to carry reason into the practical details of life discredited its
pretensions.

But reason showed still another weakness: pushed too far it under-
mined life at its source. Henri Bergson considered that religion is a self-
preservative effort to keep man {rom suicide at the moment he becomes
fully conscious of the fact of death: only the acceptance of a mystery
beyond the compass of his reason keeps his life from becoming devalu-
ated and his spirit from becoming discouraged over the reports of reason.

In sexual life if love were a purposeless welling forth of appetites,
homosexual love might seem as reasonable as heterosexual love—and in
turn heterosexual love might become as unashamedly sterile. All the
irrationalities of human love, however, move eventually toward a goal
more imperative than pleasure: the conception and nurture of children,
the perpetuation of the race. The very mechanisms of sex are adapted to
that higher reason: the mystery of life itself, seeking its own extension and
perpetuation. Even when the love of a man and a woman has no direct
biological issue, their passion and their deepening loyalty symbolize and
anticipate that final outcome: the triumph of life. And as long as the
ancient forms of fertility are not violated, the relationship may be a
fruitful and life-exalting one.

In Greece the practice of homosexuality and infanticide might seem
to have cold reason on their side; yet they were profoundly hostile to
life. Sexual play is the greatest of all forms of play; but when the person
is reduced to a mere plaything, even the body feels degraded and cheated.
By man’s very freedom from animal periodicity, by the fact that sexual
impulses may be evoked at every season, and know no limit short of
physical exhaustion or impotence, instinctive controls are weakened and
the need for a deeper biological wisdom becomes greater. The rejection
of- woman, reducing her to a stunted role as ignorant wife and house-
bound mother, seriously undermined the integrity of Greek culture: the
freedom of the hetaira did not redeem her sister’s state.

In the end, Hellenic woman restored the balance of life, by bringing
back the irrational and the mysterious: the wild cry of the Bacchae rang
through the woods, and the saviour appeared, the Wine-God, Dionysus
himself. The Apollonian religion of measure had never taken the full
measure of man.

Frustration and a sense of guilt appeared in Hellenic culture in the
second half of the fifth century. And one fact makes it plain that this
guilt was almost universally shared: a religious cult, or a series of them,
came into existence and attempted to lift the heavy burden, bringing the
excluded classes and the rejected impulses back into the circle of the
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human. Salvation by birth as a freeman gave place to salvation by belief
in a redeeming god who could elevate even the slave.

Just as the monasteries of a later age were situated apart, far from the
old cities and circuses, so these new mystery cults had no connection with
the cults of the city gods or the household gods, the banal deities that
presided over family and civic duties. The new god came from afar: a
stranger to Olympus. The rites performed in his name belonged to a
world apart from the cities: they restored the unrestrained animality of
the vineyard and the primeval terrors of the forest. Every year Bacchus
flourished and died: and every year he was born again. The initiation into
the mystery religions differed from the ephebic oath of the new citizen,
a daylight ritual: now the mystery was a real mystery, performed in
darkness and in secrecy: a demonic glimpse into the darkness of hell,
an angelic swooning into heaven.

The new believer in the mystery suffered in life from guilt, defilement,
debasement, exclusion: in his initiation he was terrified and humiliated
and finally, at the proper moment, he was purified. At the end he saw
light, and became a creature of light: one of the elect. He had felt the
burden of sin, and now he had found salvation. The kinship of the damned
gave place to the fellowship of the saved, those whose true life would
begin in the afterworld.

The Orphic, Bacchic, and Eleusinian mysteries kept their secrets too
well to leave a sufficient record behind; but it is plain that they repre-
sented a new element in this Greek world which cut across its habitual
ways of thinking and feeling: an essay into the obscure, the irrational, the
incommensurable. From Orpheus, the explorer of the underworld, from
Dionysus, God of wine and women and demonic inspiration, loosener of
inhibitions, came the embryonic shape of a new personality.

This personality was not so much at home in the daylight world as
the sixth century Greek: but he was more acutely aware of his own turbid
depths, and was already living in a dimension of experience neither rea-
son nor measure had effectually touched. Toward the end of his life, the
great exponent of rationalism, Euripides, wrote a play in celebration of
Bacchus that was almost an act of renunciation and self-dethronement:
an elevation of life at the expense of reason. That play was prophetic of
things to come. In the fifth century the cloud of unconscious impulses and
repressed vitalities was no larger than a man’s hand: by the first century
A.D. it almost covered the sky.
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4: The Idolization of a Dead Self

The failure of Hellenic civilization had many causes; but one of them
was its unreadiness to control the processes of economic expansion. The
self that the Athenian admired was that enshrined in the polis; but this
self had been formed by hardship and restraint: it could not survive
financial prosperity and the ease and luxury that went with it. The Athens
that Pericles praised in his famous Funeral Oration perished in the war
brought on by his extravagant policies: the words Thucydides put in his
mouth showed blind complacence.

Maritime trade brought a great variety of goods into Athens; and since
its citizens were addicted to the arts of politics and war, much commerce
fell into the hands of overseas merchants, coming from Phoenicia and
Carthage and other distant lands. These foreigners swelled the numbers
of the trading cities; they brought in riches; they made and displayed
their new-gotten wealth; in general, they were excluded from the burden
of military service and the duties of self-government. Riches begot the
desire for riches: the sparse abstemious life of the sixth century now re-
mained only in the villages of the hinterland; and the contempt of the
landed aristocracy was sgmetimes not unmixed with envy. Now money
had intervened and the old balance was upset: money counted for more
than land. By the fourth century Aristotle had seen enough of the results
to say that timocracy, or the rule of the moneyed classes, was of all forms
of government the worst.

One of the surviving fragments of Solon’s writings bears three words:
“covetousness and insolence.” They sound like .words of prophecy: no
words could have better summed up the causes of Greece’s external de-
cline. The Delphic Oracle, the universal church of the Hellenic World,
added to its treasuries and lost claim to spiritual authority: the Olympic
Games, the great means for political comity, the occasion of poetic con-
tests that aroused a Pindar, became a vehicle for sordid professional-
ism: wandering from celebration to celebration—for the Olympic Games
had many imitators—Theagenes of Thasos was reputed to have won some
1400 prizes. Covetousness and insolence: stigmata of decline.

Commercial intercourse and rivalry had brought new political problems
to the Greek cities. For good and bad, commerce made them interdepend-
ent. Their chance for survival, in a world threatened by the Persian, the
Macedonian, and finally the Roman Empire, depended almost wholly
upon their talent for co-operation: one by one they could be exterminated.
Unfortunately, Greater Greece was only a geographic conception: in spite
of the amphictyonic council, it never achieved political reality; and



28 THE CONDITION OF MAN

Athens’ leadership was on a basis of a cunning exploitation of her allies,
not co-operation. Hence the archaic pattern of an earlier day prevailed:
land-locked minds attempted to preserve each harbor and valley as an
independent unit: rejecting the logic of federal union, the cities of Hellas
invited unification by conquest.

Demosthenes made a bold attempt to persuade his countrymen to recog-
nize their true situation and unite; but their minds and wills were frozen
in the image of the past. They did not even have the strength of purpose
to draw on the Festival funds till 338, the year of Chaeronea. So Demos-
thenes uttered the last cry of anguish over their failure. Soon after,
Greece became a colonial dependency: then a connoisseur’s paradise.
Perhaps the ultimate stage in degradation came when Corinth sold off
the mementoes of its great past as curios for Roman sightseers and art
dealers.

The disintegration of Hellenic civilization came with such heart-break-
ing swiftness that even the wisest of the Greeks did not know what had
happened to them. The collapse was all the more shocking because it
occurred during a period of intense cultural vitality. Corruption from
within and violence from without shattered the organic structure of
life; but all the visible signs of greatness rentined: indeed the statues,
the theaters, the gymnasia, a good part of the art we now behold in mu-
seums, were a product of the period of retreat: men sought to live out in
art alone a life they had once partly translated into action, as neighbors,
friends, lovers.

Though the outward shell seemed whole, the spirit underwent a radical
change. To Plato, in his youth, all things seemed possible: The Republic
witnesses that belief in perfection. Toward the end of his life a sobered
and saddened man writes The Laws. He still cannot believe that all is
over: but his demands are more modest. His own failure to regenerate
Syracuse, under the tyrant Dionysius, had chastened him. How could rea-
son prevail if men remained unteachable?

The crisis that the Grecks faced has an obvious parallel in our own
culture, not least in the fact that it came so unexpectedly on the heels of
their superb achievements in every department of art and thought; and
we can gain some insight into our own position, perhaps, if we interpret
correctly the situation in which Plato found himself, as a representative
Old Athenian, at the end of the Peloponnesian War. Both his insight and
his blindness, his achievements and his failures, are instructive.

Plato, nearer to the high fifth century culture than his pupil, Aristotle,
was profoundly moved by it: in both his thought and his personality it
took living form, though the Athenian polity, while momentarily recover-
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ing from the Rule of the Thirty, was already on the downgrade, exhausted
by the great plague, undermined by war, tempted by the facile, false solu-
tions of dictatorship, tempted even more by those fleshpots which had
played such a minor role in the fifth century scheme. Plato’s whole life
was in effect an effort to find a means to restore order and purpose in a
community that was becoming proggessively disorganized, banal, and pur-
poseless: in which the divine was succumbing to the all-too-human. He
sought to conceive a commonwealth that could survive in a disintegrating
world; and to this end he strove to unite the virtues of the Athenian and
the Spartan: the pliant individualist culture of the first with the self-
abnegating discipline of the second.

Not the least significant thing about Plato’s utopias, however, was that
he did not go to any pains to restore the arts and humanities to the place
they had occupied in fifth century Athens: he sought rather to subordinate
them and regulate them, even to banish some of them from his ideal com-
monwealth. Was this a perverse judgment on Plato’s part? To generations
of later humanists it has often seemed so. But what forced Plato to this
hard choice? The answer should be plain: Athens needed men, and the
humanities by themselves did not produce them. Indeed, for lack of politi-
cal discipline and moral responsibility, the teachers of the humanities
hindered rather than aided the making of men: they were producing facile
rhetoricians, glib orators, clever teachers, connoisseurs, not men capable
of living robustly on every plane of existence. Citizens who would serve
in the law courts or on the battlefield as readily as they would write a
poem or pursue an abstract truth, men of the stature of Sophocles or
Socrates, were no longer being created. Plato, the artist, was ready to
reduce the scope and influence of the arts in order to save the civilization
that had created them. Nothing bears better evidence of the crisis he faced
or the terrible sincerity he brought to its understanding.

Though Aristotle is generally looked upon as the seasoned man of the
world, and Plato as the more poetic kind of idealist, who demanded the
impossible, the fact is that Plato’s intuitions saw more deeply into the
dilemmas of Athens and the Greeks generally.

Plato’s balanced man had four outstanding virtues: wisdom, which was
the gift of philosophy, and which gave an insight into the ultimate nature
of things; courage, the aristocratic virtue, of which the Spartans were the
exemplars, not in battle alone but also in that daily training and tough-
ening which makes men ready to forego pleasure, comfort, even life; tem-
perance, which was the bequest of Hippocratic medicine; and finally
justice, which was a combination of wisdom and courage. Each of these
virtues Plato attempted to fix forever in a definite caste of society: wis-
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dom, being the highest, formed the ruling group of phiiosophers; courage,
which was next needed, was the property of the military guardians of the
state. Temperance was a virtue that related to all classes. Justice itself was
the principle of function: each man in his place, doing the work .nature
and wise training had fitted him for; autonomous within his own depart-
ment—ifor men work best when mindigg their own business—but subordi-
nate in relation to the social organization as a whole. Finally, Plato sought
to redeem woman’s lot by following the Spartan mode of according women
equality with the men and by freeing both sexes from the burdens of re-
strictive domesticity. The guardians had all things in common, even their
wives, their husbands, their children.

Such a static order, unfortunately, left no place for freedom; and there-
fore, though Plato failed to realize this, no place for continued growth
and development, the essential processes of life. His pedagogy, so admi-
rable in its insight into the requirements of the very young—for he said
that play was the best of teachers for them—overlooked the need for a
continued process of trial and selection, and had no insight into the role
of error as an educative force. His prescription for goodness was to lay
down a perfect constitution and enforce it with kindly ruthlessness: the
poet was banished, music was censored, old classics like Homer were
taught with discretion: political power rested in the hands of mathemati-
cians used to applying the inflexible rules of geometry.

In a word, Plato sought to restore and transfix the archaic ideal self of
Athens: his thought was the victim of a cultural narcissism. Hence he did
not realize that the most stable rule is always a composition of active
forces, with perpetual shifts and changes, re-alignments and re-balances,
for the sake of maintaining equilibrium; and he failed to understand that
if every organism and every society must seek order and continuity it
must also transcend itself and transform itself by unceasing acts of growth.
For the Greek, perfect movement was circular: it returned on itself.
While the spiral was a familiar figure in Ionic decoration, it left no image
of progressive evolution on the Greek mind. The belief in the Eternal
Return, of endless cycles of history repeating themselves minutely, was
the metaphysical form of this Greek self-worship.

The highest possibility of life, for the Greeks, was a static one: life
arrested meant art perfected: for them the community itself, the polis,
was a work of art. Unfortunately, art perfected may also in time mean
life denied. No mere work of man deserves that homage.

No one has given a better description of individual excellences than
Plato; no one else has shown more clearly the weakness of de-moralized
power and of an impotent morality. He knew that strength needed the
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sanction of virtue and reasonable purpose; he knew that goodness needed
the support of disciplined strength. “From the cruel, or hardly curable, or
altogether incurable acts of injustice done to him by others, a man can es-
cape only by fighting and defending himself and conquering, and by never
ceasing to punish them . . . wherefore I say that good men ought, when
occasion demands, to be both gentle and passionate.” This was a side of
goodness that Christianity, as Renan pointed out, neglected at its peril:
the realm of civic virtue. The meek may see heaven; only the strong are
capable of establishing it on earth. Plato wrote when he could still dare
to hope for that triumph in his own world: a generation or two later
philosophy posed a different question to her adepts.

What hampered Plato’s social ideas? What made him place a premium
upon a fixed and immobilized social order? Why, though he was acutely
aware of the crisis the Greeks were passing through, did he seek, not the
way beyond, but the way backward, to a more primitive innocence and a
more simple order? His real problem was one he did not even consider
as a logical possibility: how to create a commonwealth capable of over-
coming the limitations of Hellenic society, bridging the division between
the slave and the free; the gap between the Hellenes and the Barbarians,
that is, all other groups; the disparity between a continent rural life and
an expansive mercantile economy tending toward mechanical uniformity.

The problem, in other words, was how to put military power and money
power in their place, by a form of co-operation and union that had no
foundation in Plato’s philosophy: one capable of embracing territories
and peoples outside the Greek polis. If Sparta was not the answer, neither
was Solon’s Athens. A new form of fellowship was required, capable
of breaking down the walls that separated city from city, race from
race, class from class. How to turn the new fellowship of the religious
mystery into a universal fellowship for political mastery: that was the
problem of problems.

To his dying day, Plato never conceived that transformation. The most
illumined mind in Greece, the ripest fruit on the ancient tree of Hellas,
reduced the problem of political wisdom to this: how can a community
of 5040 citizens—at most forty or fifty thousand people, including
slaves and children—survive in a hostile world? There was no answer to
that question. Was it not, indeed, an egotistic denial of the very values
that the Greeks had created: values to which other peoples had contrib-
uted, and in which they were entitled to share?

If that was the best ideal of the fourth century one need not be sur-
prised at the worst reality of the third century. Aristotle, though more
familiar with the spread of empires and more remote from the small, still
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“Homeric” world of the sixth century, nevertheless provided no better
answer than Plato. He was not so definite as Plato as to the size of his
ideal commonwealth; but the problem he sought to solve was just as lim-
ited: what size of territory, what numbers, will enable a people to live zo
itself and survive by itself? That question can only be answered on a pre-
civilized level; for it is the capacity for entering into a wider world in
time and space, through linguistic communication, religious communion,
political co-operation, that permits men to pass from the closed society
of the tribe to the open society of the commonwealth.

The question that neither Plato nor Aristotle had asked themselves was
how self-suflicient the polis had been at any period. Their self-contained
world was illusion. Attica had been fructified by Ionia and even Boeotia:
Ionia by Crete and Egypt: both had built into their new structures the
polished fragments of a great past. Where had the alphabet come from?
Stone-cutting and sculpture? The chariot, the horse, the plow, the potter’s
wheel? The form of the Temple and many of their gods? Eventually the
Greeks were to have commerce with the wider world that had helped to
form them: as a result of their political humiliation they participated in
the common life by means of their language: their very conquerors
adopted it and spread it farther. But by this time body and spirit could
no longer be united. After the third century, the lot of the Greek was to be
the teacher of the peoples who had conquered him. In that sense, Aris-
totle’s own life forecast the fate of Hellas; and it is no accident that Hel-
lenistic thought burgeoned in the Egyptian city his Macedonian pupil
founded: Alexandria.

We can now see why Plato failed so completely to regenerate his own
culture or to lay down even an ideological basis for renewal. What under-
mined him, what undermined the Greeks, was their failure to embrace
humanity: their failure to be concerned with the whole life of man and
with every member of human society, to address the soldier, the sailor,
the craftsman, the farmer, and to give hope and faith to the common man
in every region. Plato’s message was addressed solely to his class and
his culture. It called for a radical re-orientation to life, and yet it left the
chief sacred cows of his world, slavery and class rule, contentedly chewing
their cud. Pride of family, pride of city, pride of intellect were all self-
defeating. Failing to embrace humanity, the philosophers could not even
save themselves.

So much for the vain and fatal parochialism of Hellenic men. But there
was another bequest, born of the land, the climate, the experience of these
peoples: one that must still be reckoned with and absorbed. This was the
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doctrine of the mean. It made a fresh contribution to ethics, and it helped
to shape a new personality. .

The sources of the Greek doctrine of the mean are so multifold that
one can scarcely touch an occupation that does not bear witness to it.
Aristotle even explained that the political wisdom of the Hellenes was
due to their territorial mean: they existed between the peoples of the cold
countries of the North, who have courage but no political sagacity and no
arts, and the peoples of warm Asia, who are adepts in the arts but lack
the virtue of courage. The Greeks sought the temperate zone of morality:
enough of everything, but not even the good in excess. Wine is good but
it must be watered; exercise is good but only vulgar {ellows have bunchy
muscles and devote their lives to sport. Everything was good in due
measure.

Aristotle’s emphasis on the mean served Western man as Confucius’
similar doctrine served the Chinese. This essential Greek doctrine differed
from that of the Persians, with their eternal battle between darkness and
light, between evil and good. For the Greek, the good was the midway
point between extremes which, because they were extremes, were bad.
Thus the Greeks introduced into the conception of virtue a mathematical
element: the mean was the measured: reason was in essence ratio, a sense
of proportion. Even virtue and restraint might be overdone; so one must
picture the symposium, the intellectual drinking party to which Plato and
Xenophon introduce us, as an attempt to establish a balance between the
rational and the sensual. '

Unfortunately, people often suffer through their virtues, even more
than by their vices: precisely because they seem good, they throw one off
guard: more people die from indigestion than from poisoning. Even the
doctrine of the mean may be intemperately pursued; for the balance must
sometimes be weighted down heavily on one side or the other. The mean
is good for the long run, but not in equal measure at every moment. One
cannot live a balanced life in an earthquake, a shipwreck, or a fire: in
stead, all one’s energies must be focused on the swift acts of rescue, escape,
or salvage. After the doctrine of the mean had been enunciated with lucid
finality in Aristotle’s Ethics and his Politics, there to start on a long inde-
pendent career, catastrophe threatened Hellas: all it was, all it might be,
were challenged by the spreading might of Macedonia and Rome.

At that moment, the cities of Greece were caught by the temperate and
even-balanced ideals they had held before themselves. Their very love of
the polis tied them to a dead self. They sought to evade their obligations,
to slip out of the situation, to attempt by trickery or evasion to deny the
need for struggle. They spent money for public festivals and ancient cere-
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monies that should have gone into naval armaments: see Demosthenes’
address On the Symmories. They disputed vivaciously and open-mind-
edly; they practiced art; they went to the theater and the gymnasium;
they dwelt hopefully on the good qualities of the approaching conqueror:
above all, they shut their eyes tightly to the danger, trusted promises
made by Philip that were almost at once broken; and one by one they
abandoned potential allies to the enemy in the hope that his appetite for
conquest would be appeased, and they would find themselves overlooked.

In short, the Greeks acted as if their pleasant, temperate, esthetically
balanced life would last forever. But in fact, it robbed them of the
strength they needed for a decisive effort: they appeased Philip too soon
and resisted him too late. The defeat at Chaeronea in 338 B.c. marked
the beginning of the end.

5: The Greek Diaspora

From the end of the Peloponnesian War, uncertainty, trouble, and dis-
aster crowded in on the cities of the Aegean. Violence broke out every-
where: Athens itself had set the precedent in the cold, insolent brutality
of its attack upon little Melos: a deed which provoked the wrath and in-
dignation of Euripides, and must have profoundly shocked many of his
fellow citizens. At that moment, a retreat began: first in the mind, then
in every department of life. Art became “psychological,” portraying an-
guish, pain, anger, terror; by the third century portraiture had almost de-
scended to the inessential grimace of the candid camera. Sculpture re-
corded struggle, not poise: or if not struggle, the passing impression
rather than the composed form.

In becoming “human” both drama and sculpture became little: they
denied the highest dignity of man: his capacity for impersonality and
detachment. Moments of lyric tenderness remain: a wistful epitaph, a
Tanagra figurine, a third century torso whose breasts and belly are still
almost tremulous under the touch of love; but all that arose out of great-
ness and that demands greatness in response slowly disappeared: when
the Romans wished to draw on the sources again, they could only copy
the ancient models.

Even before the decisive blow was struck by military might, there were
those who were ready to haul down the flag: not only ambitious traitors
like Socrates’ favorite pupil, Alcibiades, but humble ones, like Antis-
thenes, who was twenty years older than Plato. Antisthenes proclaimed
an open retreat from Periclean ideals. He was the son of a Thracian slave
woman; remembering her lot, he deserted his well-born friends and set
himself up in a gymnasium built for the “base-born,” that is, for non-
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citizens. He dressed like a common workman, made friends with the dis-
reputable, welcomed hardship and sacrifice.

With Antisthenes, philosophy entered the dog-house; indeed his dis-
ciple, Diogenes, exulted in this fact and proclaimed that human life was
no better than a dog’s life: hence the Greek name for this doggish philos-
ophy, Cynicism. Antisthenes, Diogenes Laertius tells us, gave the impulse
to the indifference of Diogenes, the continence of Crates, and the hardi-
hood of Zeno. Diogenes spewed out the old ideals of life: the son of a
man who debased the coinage, he boasted his ignoble forebear and pro-
claimed that his own purpose was to deface all the coinage current in the
world: rejecting tradition, rejecting the customs of the temple, along with
marriage and the care of the body. No fine theories: no bodily shame:
in short, no super-ego; he even masturbated in the marketplace to prove
his indifference to convention. Eat only vegetables: drink cold water: con-
tent yourself with a single garment: spurn money. “It is the privilege of
the Gods to want nothing, and of godlike men to want little.” Thus spake
Diogenes.

Crates declared that Ignominy and Poverty were his country. Diogenes,
captured by pirates on a voyage to Aegina, was taken to Crete and sold
as a slave. Here was a philosophy that rationalized this bitter fate: a creed
the slave could embrace no less than the citizen. Embracing it, the citizen
was prepared in advance for violence, the loss of home, the sack of his
city, the depletion of his worldly goods. By anticipating the worst, cyni-
cism sought to dull the actual shock: by elaborating the thema of rejec-
tion, the Cynic gave the rejected a title role in the new drama. There is
a connection between the indigenous Greeks who turned their backs on
this dying world and the cosmopolitan Greeks who, six or seven hundred
years later, flocked out to the edge of the desert in Egypt. And Diogenes,
with his staff, his cup, his wallet, his hood, even created the classic cos-
tume of the Christian pilgrim. But his toplofty humility rejected the
mystery cults: “It would be ludicrous,” he said, “if Agesilaus and
Epaminondas are to dwell in the mire while certain folk of no account
will live in the Isles of the Blest because they have been initiated.”

The struggle between the free spirit of Hellas and the tyranny that
enveloped it was a long one: a procession of heroes lined the avenue of
retreat. In sheer intellectual vigor and resolute statesmanship, Demos-
thenes was the greatest of these rear-guard fighters; but individual dig-
nity, individual intrepidity were not lacking elsewhere. Zeno the Eleatic
bit off the ear or nose of Nearchus, according to one account; or caused
this tyrant to be stoned by a mob, according to another. But in the Garden
of Epicurus another doctrine was preached.
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Epicurus was a true figure of the Diaspora. He was born in a colony
in Samos, in 321, and his family, after spending thirty years on the land,
were driven off by the Thracians. His own education was interrupted;
indeed, he went through the typieal experiences of the broken refugee’s
life. Epicurus did not pretend that one can be indifferent to natural sor-
rows; he pointed out that those who sought to survive by indifference were
either hard of heart or full of vanity. But as a refugee he had found the
true secret for survival under such conditions: live in the moment and
banish the morbid luxury of anticipation. Hide yoursel{!

Epicurus’s disciples, enamored of his doctrine, presented him with a
garden in Athens; and there his school, almost a community, held forth,
with men and women meeting as equals in discourse. They were not the
first women to share the company of a philosopher; but one feels their
personal presence more definitely than in Socrates’ communion with
Diotima. From now on, indeed, in trouble and sorrow, woman reconquers
a place for herself in public life: heretofore only the courtesans had such
an opportunity. Woman displaced the monosexual society of the camp,
the gymnasium, the stadium: her breast warmth was needed when the
wounds of life became otherwise unbearable. She possessed what was lack-
ing in this warring, man-ridden world: a sense of the continuity of life
and the perpetual need for sympathy, fellow-feeling, consolation. In the
shadow of the philosopher’s garden, no less than in a deeper midnight
retreat in the mountains, woman trims her lamp and waits. Bacchus has
come! And one greater than Bacchus approaches.

Epicurus’s philosophy was falsely identified, even by contemporary
defamers, with the mere pursuit of pleasure. He himself sometimes gave
grounds for that interpretation, for he said: “I invite you to continuous
pleasures, not to virtues that unsettle the mind with vain and empty hopes
of fruition.” But continuous pleasures are also a vain and empty hope
for the refugee: he wants tranquillity, freedom from want, freedom from
pain, freedom from fear. Suffering can be borne; do not fear death; keep
life moving smoothly, neither expecting too much nor dreading too much.
This philosophy is not one of pleasure but of prudence: if one gathers a
few rosebuds one must be sure to avoid the thorns. To disinfect the world
of the stench of inhumanity, one must study nature: atoms alone are real
and there is nought beyond these ultimate particles. “Their professed
ideals,” observes Gilbert Murray “. . . seem to result in rather a low
tension, in a life that is only half alive.” The observation is just; but
what more could a refugee ask for? This is a world of diminishing pros-
pects and fading hopes. Even the power of Rome cannot replenish it.
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6: Fin de Millennium

The breakup of a civilization is often”accompanied by a deceptive
amount of social activity. As in a bodily fever, the pulse becomes more
rapid, the rate of oxidation faster, even the flush on the patient’s cheek
may give the deceptive appearance of health: only the glassy eye will
indicate that the patient is unconscious of what is going on about him:
his mind instead is grappling with phantoms.

In this Hellenistic world, so rational in its surface activities, phantoms
and visions appeared in growing numbers, precisely at the moment when
‘the Museum of Alexandria was supporting a vast ¢orps of savants and
professors who were carrying exact science beyond the realms Aristotle
had explored. Theophrastus developed a systematic botany. Hero of Alex-
andria invented the reaction steam turbine: the first groping toward the
modern steam engine. Archimedes founded the science of hydrostatics
and made decisive contributions to mechanics. But these inventions and
discoveries did little to lighten labor: steam or clockwork was used merely
to open temple doors without human hand—and thus superstitiously
heighten the religious awe of the worshiper. Slave labor, which under-
mined the ancient polity, also reduced the province of the machine. And
though the scholars of Alexandria collected, collated, classified, made
accessible to other scholars, a growing body of knowledge, the results did
not flow out into life: afier Aristotle’s synthesis, learning tended to fill
books and deflate men. Frustrated, cheated, the ordinary man descended
to new depths of irrational impulse and superstitious habit. Have we not
seen a similar reaction in our own time?

Meanwhile, the Romans took over. To understand the limited nature
of their success we must examine the cultural medium in which the even-
tual conquerors and organizers of the Mediterranean lands lived. We shall
see that it not merely made Christianity possible, but in some form made
it almost inevitable. Our languages, our laws, our forms of thought, our
ethical principles all received an indelible imprint from these people.

During the three centuries before Christ, Rome had conquered the cir-
cuit of lands around it. In Central Italy a new people, solid compact
peasants, wielders of a mighty spade, had widened their domains: thrifty,
abstemious, sensible people, men of the earth earthy, who planted trees,
built aqueducts and arcades, drained swamps, and dressed the land to a
high degree of perfection: their sword and their spade were as their right
and their left hands. A rural people with their eyes on the earth: the
greatest of their poets, at the height of their glory, wrote a series of verses
on farming and the pleasures of rural life: their proudest generals, like
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Cincinnatus or Scipio, lived a hard farmer’s life, close to their country
homes and their household gods, gods of the hearth, gods of fertility.

To plant, to build, to mate, to fight, to govern: this made a Roman. But
the conquest of cities ensured the enslavement of men: the greater the
success of this conquest, the more rapidly the Roman lost his self-suffi-
ciency and the need for rigorous, purposive living. Men cannot be trusted
with easy alternatives. At the moment they fancy that they are at last
living like gods, they often cease even to be able to live like men.

Around Rome, a series of great cultures were in a state of dissolution
and decay: their still healthy tissue fed the young body of Rome and their
infected organs poisoned it. Babylonia had long seen its day; Egypt, that
one-horse shay of cultures, was about to collapse; the world of the Hel-
lenes was rapidly crumbling. The very facilities for travel and inter-
course which the imperial conquest made possible, only quickened this
process. Trade never flourishes alone. From Syria, with its busy work-
shops for textiles and dyes, the merchants sent out dancers, courtesans,
acrobats to every rich port or market. Chaldea exported its soothsayers
and astrologists: Berdssos set up a school of Chaldean philosophy at Cos
as early as Alexander’s time. Egypt, no longer self-contained, gave Isis
and Serapis to Rome; and the foreign cult of Kybele, the Great Mother,
rising in the mountains of Thrace, was called in by Roman augurs at a
critical moment to ensure the conquest of Carthage. Persia, home of
Mazdism, brought forth a younger religion, that of Mithra and the Bull:
the God of Light, the beast of blood and potency.

All these cults and philosophies, no longer closely bound to their cul-
tures, migrated to Rome. Trade flourished, or if not trade, loot: ideas
followed cargoes. Rome became a vast maw into which goods of all kinds
were indiscriminately thrown: silks and dyes, rare foods and subtle
thoughts, epicurean feasts and epicurean philosophies. By the first cen-
tury B.c. some Romans were even attracted to Judaism: lured by its rigor-
ous ethics, its noble theology, its vision of a just God, working in and
through history.

But where was the power to digest all these offerings? Rome held
neither a unified religion nor a body of scientific thought that was equal
to the task of transforming the debris of these dying cultures into a uni-
fied and living organism, capable of further growth. Rome’s very rapacity
injured its power of selection. Read Plutarch and Lucian, men of the most
generous capacities and the widest culture: the Fenélon and the Voltaire
of a mature age. These admirable writers have, alas! one great defect:
they know too much for their own good. The connoisseur has replaced the
creator. Such a community faces too many incompatible choices; and as
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a result, fashion takes the place of organic necessity, and novelty becomes
a substitute for rational development. Roman power covered an ever wider
orbit: Roman law, Roman administration, Roman sanitation, Roman engi-
neering were everywhere. But the inner logic that held all these parts
together, the structure of meaning, collapsed: as life became mechanically
disciplined it became spiritually incoherent. Presently the inner life of
the Roman was peopled by demons, fantasies, chimeras, philosophies,
created by other people than themselves, swallowed whole: an indigestible
mass. By attempting to grab everything, the Roman lost the power to pick
and choose.

Politically the new Roman order accomplished in time what the indi-
vidual polis had never been able to do: it unified the peoples of this
world and brought them the boon of peace and orderly administration:
eventually it gave them a common language for intercourse, namely,
Greek. But this unification was superimposed and therefore one-sided:
not a partnership of equals but a system of patrol. Traders, speculators,
curiosity seekers, tax collectors, and art collectors swarmed everywhere
on the heels of the military arm. Pausanias wrote a guidebook to the
antiquities and works of art in Greece as useful as Baedeker today. With
all Rome’s generous show of law, justice, order, the underlying economic
fact was pillage and extortion, and the cornerstone of the whole system
was human slavery.

The order achieved by Rome was real but repressive: no wonder that
Pliny the Naturalist, contrasting the fertile scientific thought of the earlier
Greeks with the barrenness of his own age, was puzzled by the result; he
sought to account for the fact that “at this day, in the blessed peace which
we enjoy, under a prince who so greatly encourages the advancement of
the arts, no new inquiries are set on foot, nor do we even make ourselves
masters of the discoveries of the ancients.” He attributed the failure to
the fact that “the manners of men have degenerated, not that the advan-
tages are diminished”; but he had no clue to the mode of this degenera-
tion, though his own works demonstrated it. His curiosity was literally
all-devouring; but it made him a colossal collector of scientific odds-and-
ends, not a rational experimenter. Roman culture was choked by its
material advantages.

Rome’s power of organization concealed the decay that accompanied it.
The engineering system, though ponderous, was magnificent: aqueducts,
water-mains, sewers, water closets, paved streets, spacious baths, colon-
naded avenues, spread {rom one end to another of this Roman world,
from Trier to Timgad. A Roman camp, thanks to the legionary’s spade,
became overnight a city: with trenches, walls, sanitary facilities, mechani-
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cal order. The paved roads, the solid posting inns, built of stone, the
mechanical order and regularity that prevailed everywhere, impressed a
contemporary Chinese visitor: even at the extreme edge of the Empire, in
Britain, the remains of the Roman road, crossing hill and dale in a straight
line, still awaken one’s admiration—though the very inflexibility of this
order also gives rise to skepticism as to its intelligence. Unfortunately at
the very moment all these physical triumphs were achieved, there were
disorder and malaise in the human spirit.

The larger Rome’s cities became, the farther away did its citizens with-
draw from daily contact with the soil; the greater the conquests on the
borders of the empire, the more numerous were the civic defeats at the
center; the more justice appeared in the daily transactions of men, the
more unjust seemed the foundations upon which the whole fabric of ad-
ministration and law were founded. Symptoms of devitalization, discour-
agement, bitter self-disgust, appeared long before Rome’s active disinte-
gration: indeed, in the midst of the so-called Golden Age which preceded
the birth of Jesus.

7: Discouragement and Decline

Admirable historian that he was, Gibbon’s view of the decline of the
classic world, as following the introduction of Christianity, scarcely does
justice to the facts. The symptoms of the decline were felt long before this;
and the creative power of Rome, concentrated upon the arts of war and
government, was unable to arrest the disintegration that took place in
other departments. Rome’s active Time of Troubles was preceded by a
long period of discouragement: the characteristic signs, which first ap-
peared in the Hellenic world, were described by Polybius, who died in
124 B.c., while Rome was still a Republic and all its energies were appar-
ently on the upgrade.

“We have not had to suffer either epidemics or prolonged wars,” wrote
Polybius, “and yet the towns are deserted and the lands barren. We lack
men because we lack children. People are too fond of money and com-
fort, and not enough of work. Consequently they are no longer willing to
marry, or, if they marry, they try to have no more than one or two chil-
dren, in order to bring them up in luxury and to leave them a finer in-
heritance.” But what of those who supplied the luxuries and comforts?
What of those from whose harvests or cargoes the money for taxes came?

Long before Christianity entered the world, a desperate fin de millen-
nium atmosphere enveloped this whole culture. Jewish literature, in par-
ticular, was filled with apocalyptic visions: the Messiah was coming. In
the apocalypse of Enoch, time was described as a week of seven days,
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each day a thousand years in length. Six thousand had passed: a new
millennium was coming during which the elect would live in happiness,
free from the influence of evil. This was the Sabbath of rest in the cosmic
week: after that would follow the eighth day, the beginning of a timeless
order. This collection of prophecies, composed by Orthodox Jews between
170 and 64 B.c., did not stand alone. Even worldly princes attempted
to cash in on the grim desperation of their subjects by giving themselves
the title of “The Saviour.”

Daniel read the dreams of his conquerors: in turn he prophesied a
greater conqueror, a Messiah, who would unloose the bonds of Israel
and redeem the world. Out of gnawing disillusion rose these illusions:
hope became immense because it had no legitimate expectation of ful-
fillment. When one is starving, one might as well dream of a banquet as
of a crust of bread.

The common mark of the Jewish apocalyptic writings is their dismal
vision of the present and their radiant hopes for the future: they welcome
the night because it appears to bring the dawn nearer. The vision of death
spread over this world; and the sense of foreboding was not confined to
the Jews; for it showed itself no less clearly in the philosophers of the
covered arcade, or Stoa, whose first leader, Zeno of Citium, flourished be-
tween 350 and 260 B.c. The doctrine of Stoicism, if one must sum it up
in a sentence, is “Nothing can hurt me.” Its method was to anticipate
death by inuring the body to pain and by preparing the spirit, if neces-
sary, to commit suicide. By emptying out his pockets beforehand, the
Stoic protected himself from robbery. The price of that insurance was
perpetual penury.

Observe that this sense of sardonic despair was not confined to the most
miserable of the conquered peoples: violence had been steadily gaining
the upper hand, in the clash and conflict of empires; and the possibilities
of slavery and sudden death had multiplied. Even to hold the empire
down, once it had been conquered, required painful efforts: the jailor was
confined by the same prison that held his captive and showed the same
prison pallor. Helpless refugees and homeless aliens were everywhere:
they carried their own fears, fear of torture, fear of sudden death, into
the very homes of their masters.

Stoicism deliberately disparaged the external triumphs of life, in order
to find an equal power to belittle its humiliations. What cannot be mended
must not be minded: only inner freedom counts. The Stoic began by guard-
ing against life’s evils and ended by being insensible to life’s goods. The
philosophy that made a slave’s life tolerable had the paradoxical effect
of making a master’s intolerable; for if indifference and insensibility
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were the final counsels of wisdom, why should anyone bear the heat and
burden of the day? This philosophy of cosmic negation reached its climax
in Marcus Aurelius, whose reign closed the great Silver Age of the An-
tonines in the second century A.p. The Emperor’s chilly sentences repeat
the old burden of Diogenes; but by now even an emperor’s life is a dog’s
life. In all things he found only “decay—nothing but water, dust, bones,
stench.”

“Consider in thy mind, for example’s sake, the times of Vespasian,”
the resolute Emperor soliloquizes, “thou shalt see but the same things:
some marrying, some bringing up children, some sick, some dying, some
fighting, some feasting, some merchandising, some tilling, some flattering,
some boasting, some suspecting, some undermining, some wishing to die,
some fretting and murmuring at their present, some wooing, some hoard-
ing, some seeking after magistracies, and some after kingdoms. And is
not their age quite over, and ended? . . . In the like manner consider
other periods, both of times and of whole nations, and seec how many
men, after they had with all their might and main intended and prose-
cuted some worldly thing or other, did soon drop away and were resolved
into the elements.” That morbid refrain echoes on almost every page.
“Death hangs over thee.”

“What is life?”” asks Marcus Aurelius; and he answers: A hone thrown
to a company of hungry curs; a bait for greedy fishes; the painfulness
and continual burden-bearing of wretched ants, the running to and fro
of mice: little puppets drawn up and down with wires and nerves: these
be the objects of the world.” None of the Christians whose persecution
this emperor ordered could add a word to this black indictment. And
these were not the sentiments of a galled slave or a weak neurotic: they
were the mature beliefs of a man nurtured in kindness, adequate to all
his public duties, the head of a mighty state organization, honorable in
the performance of every heavy task: the beliefs of a man who had, if
anyone had, “everything to live for.” If life was as repulsive as this at
* the top, what must it have been at the bottom?

Naturally Stoicism, with its military sense of duty and public service,
was not the creed of the easygoing multitude; nor was it the philosophy
of those who sought to ease the perplexities of the spirit by giving fuller
reign to the desires of the body. The true answer to a meaningless exist-
ence is to conceive a pattern of life that possesses meaning and purpose:
the false answer is to look for solace in a fuller preoccupation with those
very activities that result in this meaninglessness. Some historians have
denied that Rome’s downfall was caused in any degree by the exclusive
concentration on wealth and luxury, pointing out that only a minority of
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Romans enjoyed such luxury: but they have overlooked the fact that the
economic practices of the minority debilitated the entire social organism.

Caught by the demands of their appetites in a predatory economy, the.
Romans finally became parasitic upon the peoples they ruled; and they
sought to fill their emptiness by elaborating a ritual of conspicuous waste
and increasing the number and variety of sensations derivable from eat-
ing, drinking, bathing, and sexual intercourse. Soldiers, senators, mag-
nates, tax gatherers, and common citizens were all partners in an ever-
spreading conspiracy to get something for nothing. The name for this
miscarriage of life is parasitism.

Since the nineteenth century, parasitism has become a term with a defi-
nite biological significance: one organism living on another, effortlessly
sustaining its life, often losing its organs of sight or locomotion, suffering
visible bodily deterioration—all this is now familiar in natural history.
But the word and the practice have their origin in the Roman world: here
predatory voracity was finally limited only by parasitic sloth. Sponging
in Rome was reduced to a science: bribes, gifts, tips, gratuities, extor-
tions supplemented the economic rewards of the market. The philosopher,
Seneca, wrote his longest treatise On Benefits: on the proper relations
hetween the giver of gifts and the recipient.

Trade and rational commercial calculation had a secondary place in
this system: the more chancy economy of extortion and donation was
responsible for no small part of the traffic. Capitalism in the modern
sense could not flourish here—not as Marx thought, because the classic
world was more humane than the Victorian Age but because this economy
lacked both an adequate system of arithmetic and a just method of ac-
countancy. It was the incalculable that flourished, and the unforeseen that
became the expected. Whether a client ate well or poorly would depend
upon whether or not his patron awoke with a headache and an upset
stomach. Chance became God: anything might happen.

“Throughout the world,” wrote Pliny in his Natural History, “at every
place and hour, by every voice, Fortune alone is invoked and her name
spoken: she is the one defendant, the one culprit, the one thought in men’s
minds, the one object of praise, the one cause. She is worshiped with in-
sults, counted as fickle and often as blind, wandering, inconsistent, elu-
sive, changeful, and friend of the unworthy. . . . We are so much at the
mercy of chance that Chance is our God.”

That says everything; it even says much about the boasted triumphs
of civil engineering and the reign of law. Peace and order had proved
disappointing; or rather, peace and order in society did not guarantee
peace and order in the mind. The Imperial Age was an age of the colossal:
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the longest road in the world, the highest lighthouse, the strongest bridge,
the biggest monument, the most luxurious banquet. Everywhere the human
scale was lost; and everywhere men were bridled by things. The Greek
motto of “Nothing too much” met in Rome its logical opposite: “Even
everything is not enough.” Pillage and pilfer, grab and gorge: fill to
repletion and vomit and fill again! In the rich man’s house the vomitorium
became an essential chamber: the place where the guzzler of rich food
emptied his stomach, so that he might come back to the feast for more.  *

If one seeks an explanation for the excesses of Christian asceticism,
one must look for it in the surfeits that marked this upper-class economy
of abundance: it arises from the natural self-disgust that follows a pro-.
longed debauch, and constitutes a kind of protective starvation that en-
sures the return of normal appetite. To explain the triumph of Paul and
Augustine, one must read the description of Trimalchio’s feast in the
Satyricon of Petronius Arbiter. What had the Roman made of the body?
Corrupted meat. And what was the soul? A polluted dream.

8: Bread and Circuses

Stoicism was es.sentially the creed of the soldier, who marches in the
ranks, takes orders, has no control over his actions, knows that death
may come at any moment: his impassiveness is the positive achievement
of drill. But Stoicism lacked the soldier’s compensations: his silent scorn
for his dashing superiors and the easy unbuckling of his moral armor
when the march is over or the battle won. Legs and arms submitted, so
to say, to discipline; but to offset this inhuman automatism, the belly and
genitals evolved a life of their own: mystical, public, orgiastic, all-
absorbing. .

In contrast to the Greeks, who before the fourth century had been uni-
fied and liberated by the cult of the body, the Romans worked out a re-
ligion of the body on a purely muscular and sensational basis: instead of
feeding the super-ego, the Roman cult supported a materialistic ritual.
In the institutions of the circus, the arena, and the pantomime, the Romans
created a special engine for relieving the tension of military and civic
repression. Here the spectator was supreme: master of an effortless exist-
ence. Here he encountered death without undergoing danger; contemplated
danger without having to display skill; practiced cruelty without the pos-
sibility of retaliation; or participated in a collective orgasm for nothing
more than the price of admission.

Rome under the Antonines may have harbored a million people. At
least one-third and possibly one-half of the population of the city, accord-
ing to Carcopino, lived on public charity. But it was not merely by the
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free distribution of bread or by filling the servile clienys little carryall or
sportula with the leftovers of last night’s feast, that the gross inequalities
of Roman life were maintained. Even in Rome, men did not live by bread
alone: the circus and the arena were no less necessary. As early as the
Republic, the Circus Maximus was in existence; presently, during the im-
perial era, the number of circuses, arenas, and hippodromes increased
in Rome, and more or less in every other important municipality. In the
arena there were chariot races: competition, excitement, opportunities for.
betting; despite dangers to the overturned charioteers, this was perhaps
the most innocent of Roman amusements.

But in the circus there arose a different kind of spectacle. Here crimi-
nals were punished; here military captives were made to fight with each
other until one or both were killed; here other prisoners were thrown to
the wild beasts, to be torn apart and devoured alive. Punishment was
originally a public spectacle, presumably to serve as a warning for the
spectator: now it served another purpose—it provided outright pleasure.
The Roman populace, frustrated and humiliated, many of them compelled
to live in huge tenements, so recklessly built by speculative landlords that
every now and then they collapsed and buried their denizens in the ruins,
projected their own terrors and humiliations upon their helpless victims.
Their oppressors were unassailable: the army knew who paid them. So the
populace turned on their fellow men and battened on their sufferings. Out
of a revolting exploitation, came this equally revolting revenge.

Terrorism, violence, lust were organized and systematized on a scale
that passes belief: people lived from day to day in the vicarious enjoy-
ment of the most ingenious brutalities that have ever depraved the human
soul. The Romans became esthetes of torture. The demand for victims
even increased the scope and purview of crime: as if sins were not fre-
quent enough, fantastic breaches were invented, such as that of showing
disrespect for the holy image of the emperor by carrying into a latrine
or a house of ill-fame a coin or a ring impressed with his sacred features.

One need not go to the Christian apologists for a damning description
of this public debasement: Seneca, a Roman of the Romans, will serve
as witness. “Nothing is so damaging to good character,” he remarked,
“as the habit of lounging at games. . . . I come home more greedy,
more ambitious, more voluptuous, and even more cruel and inhuman
because I have been among other human beings. By chance 1 attended a
mid-day exhibition, expecting some fun, wit, and relaxation—an exhibi-
tion at which men’s eyes might have respite from the slaughter of their
fellow men. But it was quite the reverse. . . . It is pure murder. . . .
You may retort: ‘But he was a highway robber; he killed a man!” And
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what of it? Grantgd that, as a murderer, he deserved punishment, what
crime have you commitied, poor fellow, that you should deserve to sit
and see this show?”

Would you know the exact character of these spectacles? It requires
almost as strong a stomach as to read about the tortures in a Nazi concen-
tration camp. Behold the “retinue of swords and fire and chains and a
mob of beasts . . . let loose upon the disemboweled entrails of men. Pic-
ture to yourself under this head the prison, the cross, the rack, the hook,
and the stake which they drive straight through a man until it protrudes
from his throat. Think of human limbs torn apart by chariots driven in
opposite directions, of the terrible shirt smeared with and interwoven
with inflammable materials, and of all the other contrivances devised by
cruelty. . . . It is not surprising, then, if our greatest terror is of such
a fate.” Is it surprising, either, that the man who wrote these lines, one of
the fortunate classes, with a country estate, a place at court, riches and
fame, committed suicide in order to avoid the daily anticipation of being
assassinated at command of his emperor? L

Even now Seneca is worth reading; for he is a conmnecting link, in a
far more direct fashion than Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius, or Plotinus, be-
tween Roman and Christian philosophy: a symbol that even the hard
Roman soul could not endure forever these rites of cruelty and torture,
greed and lust. His attack on slavery, indeed, was a turning point in pagan
morality: it rang out with a clarity that many Christian apologists for
long lacked. “ ‘They are slaves,” people declare. Nay, rather they are
men. ‘Slaves!” No, they are unpretentious friends. ‘Slaves!” No, they are
our fellow slaves, if one reflects that Fortune has equal rights over slaves
and freemen alike.” No matter how painfully one might school oneself
to accept the inhumanities of this society, in the end it cast a sickening
shadow over the heart.

If sadism became an engrossing collective ritual, eroticism remained
an obsessive itch. There had once been a time in Rome when license
existed under a religious sanction, in the Saturnalia: the mysteries of
sex are close to the heart of every religion. Augustus, at the foundation
of the Empire, introduced the celebration of the ludi seculares. Sacrifices
were offered for three nights, to the fates, to the goddesses of procreation,
and to mother earth. “It was impossible to ask the Gods more clearly,”
Ferrero remarks, ‘“for an age purified from destructive vice, fruitful in
men, and happy in well-merited prosperity.” But the Gods did not answer
his plea. Despite severe censorship and drastic legal regulations, adultery
became fashionable and abortions necessary. Sexual intercourse became
ever more easy and ubiquitous. Slaves, whores, pederasts were at hand
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for the asking. When the body was sated, the imagination whipped it up
again: when the genitals failed to respond, the eye glutted itself on revolt-
ing exhibitions of carnality, such as that which Petronius describes at one
of his feasts in the Satyricon.

The circus released inhibitions and heightened sexual excitement: as-
signations would begin there, as often as not. When the pantomime was
introduced by Pylades of Cilicia and Bathyllus of Alexandria in 18 B.c.,
a new form of theater was devised for the bored Roman citizen. Here
invisible voices accompanied by music sang a story, while the actor or
mime interpreted it in action and gesture. This sounds a little like a
modern opera; but as the pantomime worked out, the favorite plots were
those in which disrobing—the strip tease—and copulation were enacted.
The kind of sentimental erotic entertainment described by Xenophon in
The Banquet—genteel but debilitating—was now produced on a whole-
sale plan.

Circus, pantomime, feast, spectacle, public bath, must have kept the
sexual organs in a state of swollen expectation. Can one doubt that in
this state of sexual over-stimulation and fatigue there was a withdrawal
of interest from sex itself and a weakening of sexual tension? Obscenity
took the place of desire, and exhibitionism and voyeurism did duty for
potency and delight. What we loosely call perversion is often only the
arrest of sexual courtship at some half-way point in its development: a
passing moment is singled out from the entire act and made the chief
object of play. Whereas sublimation, when it is successfully pursued,
utilizes sexual energy and even raises it to a higher pitch, perversion
turns it aside and drains it off. In this sense, it is no paradox to speak of
deficient sexuality in a world given over to the promotion of lust.

Speaking of the saturnalian aspects of his society, Seneca remarked:
“Once December was a month, now it is a year.” That was true in more
than the erotic aspect. Holidays multiplied. After Sulla there were 93
days devoted to public holidays when the Romans were entertained at the
expense of the State. At the time of Marcus Aurelius there were 155 days
devoted to spectacles. By 354 A.p. there were 175 days of games out of
some 200 public holidays. These figures give some notion of how debili-
tating this regime must have been for the majority of Roman citizens,
especially when one remembers that the serious business of the day
stopped ‘at noon. Perhaps the slaves were lucky: their work kept them
busy.

Here again one understands why idleness came to be looked on, in
Christianity, as the parent of sin: the chief device of Satan. In a society
like that of the United States in the nineteenth century, working under the
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pressure of puritanic convictions and capitalistic method, work might
easily be overdone and idleness, sportiveness, impulsiveness might be de-
manded in the interest of health and balance. Not so in Rome. Here an
empty life was made emptier by a routine that almost reversed the normal
roles of work and play. And here self-contempt deepened into life-con.
tempt. Suicide was almost the only honorable refuge of a manly soul.

Such a wholesale diversion of energy possibly accounts for the failure
of inventiveness in Roman society: this held true, according to Seeck, even
for war. In literature and philosophy the old themes were re-tailored until
they were threadbare. Even in the arts of sexual enjoyment, where one
would have thought Roman ingenuity might have stretched itself, there
were no critical improvements: contraception, for example, remained an
empirical and unreliable art; and even in the contraceptives listed by
Souranos of Ephesus, those of dubious efficacy mingled with well-tried
inventions like the occlusive pessary: water from the firebucket of a smith,
drunk after every menstrual period, was supposed to cause sterility.
Roman women paid the penalty for these hazy prescriptions in the fre-
quent practice of abortion. In reckoning with the reaction against sexual
indulgence which was to take place, one must count the peculiar psycho-
logical malaise that follows abortion as a contributing factor: a reaction
almost the opposite of that sense of relaxation and fulfillment that usually
follows a happy birth. :

9: The New Realm of Inventiveness

The "slowing down of invention in the major departments of practical
life only emphasizes an extraordinary change that took place from the
second century B.c. onward. For there was one realm in which steady
changes and modifications took place: changes which were to re-shape the
world. That was in the domain of religion.

At no point did the dry formalisms of the old Roman rel1g10n give a
fresh shape to the human personality. Most of the gods and goddesses
Rome placed in her Pantheon were second-hand importations: the Roman
priest had as much connection with ethical duties as a surrogate of
wills; the most typical of religious ceremonies was the augury, a form
of pious prognostication based on the examination of the entrails of ani-
mals. The lesser deities were little more than personifications of functions:
a superstitious turning of processes into people. According to Tertullian,
the Romans imagined that Alemona nourished the foetus, Nona and
Decina watched over the critical months of gestation, Partula directed
parturition, and Lucina brought the child to birth: five deities for the
nine months of pre-natal existence alone.
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These deities were the counter-images of the slaves in the emperor’s
household: one looked after his palace garments, another after his city
garments, another his military uniforms, another his eating utensils.
So hundreds of deities superintended the events of life: the conventional
imagination was encumbered with these supernumeraries. No mere im-
perial edict could put life into such a religion.

Under the influence of the East, however, this hard-headed, practlcal
people, unused to subtle ideas, formalists in ritual, uninventive in philos-
ophy, found themselves grappling with new dreams which denied all the
Roman values. The first stirring of this new consciousness was, as we.-
have seen, in the mystery religions; for these were the first religions in
the ancient world, at least in the West, to proclaim a universal brother-
hood of the initiates, divorced from the gods of the household and the
city. These religions addressed themselves to Man, and they emphasized
those fears and hopes that men have in common, because of the human
condition itself. In the mysteries, the repressed elements of classic society
burst forth with volcanic fire: the Divine Lover and the Holy Family took
possession of the inner life.

Kybele, the Great Mother, stood for fertility and love and passionate
power. When the storms shook the forests, the peasants thought that Kybele
was being drawn through the forests by her team of roaring lions, mourn-
ing the death of her husband and lover, Attis. Crowds of worshipers
trampled through the woods, mingling the wild notes of the flute with that
of the wind, chanting the worship of the Great Mother. Phrygian musiec,
Aristotle had written, tends to enthusiasm; and the cult of the Great
Mother, settling in Rome in its own Temple, with its Phrygian priests,
was a bold departure from Greek frivolity and Latin formalism. The
populace could not understand the philosophers when they talked of the
one Supreme Being; but the Phrygian goddess was “das ewig Weibliche,”
without whom life would come to an end: she was the great mistress who
commanded the lions, fierce, demanding, passionate; and she was the
Great Mother, protective, tender, all-enfolding, who attracted to her the
ungrown child and the responswe man, the eager girl and the fulfilled
matron.

Here, as in Greece, it was through religion that woman recovered her
ground, and found a career more true to her central impulses than mere
“emancipation.” Consider what happened to the Isis cult, which the
Romans took over from the Egyptians. Isis was the goddess of spring and
the fruitfulness of nature: like Aphrodite she graced the familiarities
of lovers; her votaries included prostitutes and in her temples people
made assignations. But in the course of a few centuries in Rome this
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Egyptian goddess underwent a puritanic transformation: she became the
goddess of chastity and protected virginity: even before Christianity came,
her companion God, Serapis, sent the faithful into the cloister. By the
second century A.D. Isis had become a counterweight to the flaccid sexual-
ity of Rome: she took the role that the Queen of Heaven was to have in
the thirteenth century.

But there was a masculine side to this need for turning once more to
the sources of life and secking once more to purify its muddied stream:
around 70 B.C., after the suppression of the Cilician pirates by Pompey,
another cult came to Rome, this time from Persia: the>cult of Mithras.
Mithraism was an offshoot of Zoroastrianism, in something the same
fashion that Christianity was later an offshoot of Judaism: this went
along with the similar passage from a closed to an open society. But
Mithras was not a human person: he was the spirit of light, originally
attached to the great diety of light, Ormuzd, the eternal opponent of
darkness and evil, incarnated in Ahriman. “Persia,” says Cumont, the
chief modern interpreter of Mithraism, “introduced dualism as a funda-
mental principle in religion. Tt was this that distinguished Mithraism from
other sects, and inspired its dogmatic theology and ethics, giving them
a rigor and firmness unknown to Roman paganism.”

By its mythology and ritual, Mithraism satisfied the need for a com-
mon basis upon which the members of this mixed society could meet:
people who had left their native land and their native gods were no longer
“lost”: they were saved and redecemed by being brought within the fold
of a larger society. Mithraism had a cult of initiation similar to that
which attended inductign into the army: the neophyte was compelled to
take an oath of loyalty, and an indelible mark was branded on his body
with a hot iron. The rite of purification was as solemn as it was terrify-
ing: the member who was to be baptized was lowered into a pit: above
him, a bull was sacrificed, and the dropping of the warm blood was sup-
posed to purify and render powerful the receiver of the gift. This sacrifice
of the bull, or Taurobolium, originally belonged to the rites of the Great
Mother; but in its westward march, Mithraism absorbed the rite and
made it its own. Mithraic temples, or Mithraeums, originally dotted the
landscape of Europe: they were particularly numerous along the Rhine
and the Danube, where the Roman legionaries, who were great devotees,
were quartered.

Mithraism shifted the time perspective from the individual life or even
the individual community to the eternity of Godhood. The aim of living
was not immediate reward but preparation for eternal happiness: not
tangible gains but the salvation of the soul. The ceremonies of Mithra
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dramatized darkness and light, befoulment and purification, sin and re-
pentance; and the theology restored a healthy tension between animal
needs and ideal ends.

The sacred grotto, concealed in the solitude of the dark forests, became
the outward emblem of the turning inward of the Western eye. While
the original Greek or Roman temple was mainly an exterior, it was the
inner space in the new domed buildings that became important. In Mith-
raism the priest ceased to be an officer of the state: for his sovereign be-
longed to another world, and his community was the united body of
initiates and believers, the sacred militia of an invincible God: a veritable
Church militant. From the second century A.p., Mithraism became the
chief rival of the old gods; by the third century it occupied a dominant
place.

But the very forces that aided this spread were responsible for Mith-
raism’s retreat before a rival cult that incorporated much of its mythology
and many of its rites. For Mithraism was carried to the ends of the em-
pire by civil servants and soldiers. When the army ceased to conquer,
when the outposts were withdrawn, Mithraism contracted, too: the Sacred
Bull had lost his power; and the battle between darkness and light was
translated into another series of world visions, those of the followers of
Christ and Mani.

On the spot where the last Taurobolium took place in the fourth cen-
tury, in the Phrygianum, the basilica of the Vatican now stands. As late
as 393 Isis processions through the streets of Rome were described by
an eye-witness: but the Great Mother of Thrace, the Egyptian Virgin, and
the Persian Bull made their exit together. Patches of the fabric they had
woven were sewed into the many-colored tapestry of Christianity. The
new man had appeared: no longer a figment, a mere wraith. Out of con-
quered Palestine appeared the Galilean, whose words of meekness and
resignation denied the power and belittled the destiny of Rome.



CHAPTER II. THE PRIMACY OF THE PERSON

1: The Shadow of Things to Come

The life of Jesus of Nazareth has been both magnified and diminished
by the growth of the Christian Church. His message was swallowed up in
his myth: his personality was enveloped by the special claims of divinity
that were attached to it: his human presence was lost in a miraculous
Annunciation and a divine Transfiguration. But the myth was plainly a
collective projection of the peoples who formulated it and embellished it;
and from what remains in the New Testament of Jesus’s unmistakable in-
sights, one must assume that much of his actual doctrine, perhaps part
of the kernel, was misunderstood or rejected by his more