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gar trading class was culturally influenced by the revival of 

science, learning, literature and art. “The bourgeoisie, who 

had been engaged in active life, above all in business, had, 

to begin with, forced the representatives of pure learning on 

to the periphery of existence. But in the meantime, the 

bourgeoisie had become untrue to its origins or, at any rate, 

to its original driving power. Now activities at the centre 

were once more influenced from the periphery, culture 

coloured economic development and changes of 

sociological origin were helped along by the intellectual 

and cultural influence of the intelligentsia. The literati were 

encouraging the bourgeoisie to become less and less true to 

itself.”
51

 So, to be influenced by the new culture was 

against the nature and “driving power” of the bourgeoisie. 

Renaissance humanism was not the ideology of the rising 

bourgoisie. 

The Renaissance was the resumption of man's struggle for 

spiritual freedom and search for truth undertaken at the 

dawn of civilisation, but confused and partially interrupted 

by the religious mode of thought which prevailed for more 

than a millennium. The Renaissance did not herald the rise 

of any particular class; it was the revolt of man, patronised 

and promoted by all the free spirits of the time belonging to 

the feudal aristocracy, the Church or the rising class of 

traders. Classicism was conservative. As against it, the 

romanticism of the humanists proclaimed the freedom of 

will, and faith in the creativeness of man. It liberated reason 

from the yoke of teleology. It maintained that the law-

governed Universe did not preclude revolutions to be 

brought about by man's will to freedom and urge to create. 

It declared the spiritual liberation of man, and ushered in 

the era of modern civilisation, which immensely expanded 

the scope of human activity. Growing knowledge of nature 

increased the power of man to prosecute the struggle for 

freedom more effectively than ever before. 

51
 lbid. 



 103

CHAPTER V 

REVOLT OF THE ANGELS 

BY its very nature, the humanist culture of the Renaissance 

was exclusive, in the sense that its diffusion was limited by 

the smallness of the educated class of the time. It heralded 

a new civilisation, still to rise. New ideas were conceived 

and novel ideals visualised to stimulate fresh human 

activities and to inspire more ambitious human 

endeavours. Whatever the future might hold in store for it, 

Renaissance Humanism had to cope with the given 

intellectual equipment, emotional preoccupations and 

cultural atmosphere of the epoch. “For lack of education, 

the great mass of the public was incapable of 

understanding works of refined order. Nor did this 

uncultivated mass consist only of the lower classes, for the 

large majority of the rich and noble have always belonged 

to it.”
1
 

The popular mind was still saturated with religion; and 

religion was not something superimposed. It was a creation 

of human mind. Man's mind cannot outgrow its own 

creation until it has created. something new which, being 

bigger and brighter than the old, outshines it. Humanism 

was destined to replace supernaturalism. But the process 

was bound to be long and laborious. Meanwhile, religion, 

belief in the supernatural, held sway on man's mind. The 

social and cultural history of Europe remained interwoven 

with the ecclesiastical history; the moral and intellectual 

life of man was dominated by the concern for his relation 

with God. 

The Christian faith was so stubbornly abiding because it 

rested upon the experience of two cataclysms. Originally, 

1
 Charles Seignobos, The Rise of European Civilisation. 
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it offered the hope of a life after death to man terrified by 

the spectre of the dissolution of the antique social order. 

Later on, the belief in the evangelical mission of the 

Church enabled the Christian world to survive the chaos 

following upon the fall of the Roman Empire. As a distant 

hope hereafter and an immediate protection in this world, 

Christianity became the sheet-anchor of European life, and 

the Church its embodiment. 

“A slow but sure and unbroken progress of intellectual 

culture had been going on within its bosom for a series of 

ages........ All the vital and productive elements of human 

culture were here united and mingled. The development or 

society had gone on naturally and gradually; the innate 

passion and genius for science and for art constantly 

received fresh food and fresh inspiration, and were in their 

fullest bloom and vigour; civil liberty was established upon 

firm foundations; solid and systematical political structures 

in beneficient rivalry, and the necessities of civil life led to 

the combination and improvement of physical resources; 

the laws which eternal Providence had impressed on human 

affairs were left to their free and tranquil operation; what 

had decayed had crumbled away and disappeared; while the 

germs of fresh life continually shot up and flourished; in 

Europe were found united the most intelligent, the bravest 

and the most civilised nations still in the freshness of 

youth.”
2
 That idealised picture of the Middle Ages was not 

conjured out of the imagination of a chauvinistic European. 

It was realistic to the extent that it depicted Christianity as 

the central mooring of European life and the only cohesive 

factor of society until the close of the Middle Ages. 

Opposing supernaturalism with Humanism, attaching 

greater importance to the reality of life in this world than to 

the idle dream of happiness in Heaven, the Renaissance 

2
Ranke, History of the Reformation in Germany. 
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demanded a complete break with the tradition of the age of 

religion. The Reformation which followed, on the other 

hand, was in conformity with that venerable tradition. 

Therefore, the latter appeared to be more popular and 

successful than the former, which was like a dazzling flash 

out of nowhere to be drowned again in the surrounding 

darkness of classical immobility, conventional orderliness 

and catholicity of the Christian religion. 

The Renaissance was a revolution, checked by the 

Reformation and the so-called Counter-Reformation. So-

called, because originally it was a measure against the 

revolt of man, initiated under the patronage of Ferdinand 

and Isabella of Spain before the Reformation broke out in 

Germany. After the Spanish conquest of Italy and the siege 

of Rome by Charles V, the political situation in that 

country changed; the Renaissance was caught in the ebb-

tide. But in the mean time, Humanism had crossed the Alps 

and radiated northwards, though there also to be pushed 

into the backwaters by the rising tide of the Reformation. 

The resurgence of man had to bide time for the revolt of the 

angels to blow over. 

Burckhardt concluded his study of the Renaissance with the 

following observation:  “It can hardly be doubted that the 

Renaissance would soon have destroyed those two Orders 

(Franciscan and Dominican) had it not been for the German 

Reformation and the Counter-Reformation which that 

provoked. Their saints and popular preachers could hardly 

have saved them. And who can say what fate was in store 

for the papacy itself, if the Reformation had not saved it.” 

That was a sound judgment about the historical 

significance of the Reformation. 

As a matter of fact, the revolt of the angels against the 

sacrilege of the temple of God, and to restore religion to the 

pristine purity of faith, had broken out first in Italy during 

the later period of the Renaissance. The standard of revolt 
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was raised by Savonarola at the end of the fifteenth century 

in Florence, the native home of the rising bourgeoisie, who 

were supposed to have created Renaissance Humanism as 

the ideology of their class. Freely opposing the “atheism, 

immorality” and the secular culture of the Renaissance, 

Savonarola passionately advocated return to the virtues of 

early Christianity, and incited the Florentine “democracy” 

in a successful revolt against the corrupt government of the 

opulent bourgeoisie. To divert popular attention from the 

degeneration of religion and corruption of the Church, 

exposed by the Humanists, Savonarola denounced the vices 

of the temporal rulers—usury, luxury, amusements and 

scandalous fashions. Captivating the poor people's 

imagination with the picture of the early Christian 

Communes, and swaying the popular mind by a fanatical 

appeal to the faith in a just and benevolent God, Savonarola 

attained his ideal, which was the: establishment of a 

theocratic State in Florence, in which “all men were to bow 

in blessed humility before the Unseen.” The Florentine friar 

was neither a descendant of the great heretics of the Middle 

Ages nor was he a forerunner of the Reformation. Because, 

he did not challenge the authority of the Pope and the 

spiritual pretension of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. He 

represented the Counter-Reformation, and as such was the 

embodiment of the religious tradition which resisted the 

radiation of the spirit of Renaissance. 

At the end of the Middle Ages, Europe entered a period of 

clash between the two currents of thought underlying her 

entire cultural tradition. Both the currents—of rationalism 

and religion—flowed from the pre-Christian antiquity. 

Essentially, both expressed man's desire to know and will 

to be free. But in course of time, religion disowned its 

original justification, and faith was postulated as the 

antithesis of reason. That internal conflict of the European 

culture which closed the Middle Ages and heralded the 

modern civilisation, was graphically depicted hi 

Savonarola's attitude to, and 
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appreciation of, the intellectual heritage of the pre-

Christian antiquity which inspired the Renaissance. 

Attacking the Humanists, he thundered:  

“The only good thing we owe to Plato and Aristotle is that 

they brought forward many arguments which we can use 

against the heretics. Yet, they and other philosophers are 

now in hell. An old woman knows more about faith than 

Plato. It would be good for religion if many books that, 

seem useful were destroyed. When there were not so many 

books and not so many arguments and disputes, religion 

grew more quickly than it has done since.”
3
 The militant 

monk condemned science as harmful because it distracted 

man's mind from God to secular matters. But at the same 

time he realised the necessity of prostituting knowledge 

and learning. Science was Satan's snare; yet, a few should 

have to brave it, so that “there may be no want of 

intellectual athletes to confute the Sophism of the heretics”. 

Human mind had been accustomed to the religious mode-of 

thought for a whole millennium. Even when a new vista 

was opened up by the revolt of man against the agelong 

spiritual stagnation, it would not easily come out of the rut. 

Because, religion had become a mental habit. As such, it 

persisted even long after it had ceased to be a spiritual 

necessity. That cultural and intellectual atavism was 

evidenced by the Reformation, which appeared to eclipse 

the Renaissance. 

Humanism, however, was not a still-born child. Having 

grown so luxuriantly in the congenial atmosphere of Italy, 

it naturally attracted the attention of free spirits in other 

parts of Europe. By the middle of the fifteenth century, 

some German scholars, notably, Agricola and Reuchlin 

visited Italy, and carried the message of Humanism across 

the Alps. “This reflorescence of Italy in time reacted on 

Germany. In consequence of the uninterrupted intercourse 

with Italy. 

3
 Villari, Life and Times of Girolamo Savonarola. 
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occasioned by ecclesiastical relations, the Germans soon 

discovered the superiority of the Italians; they saw 

themselves .despised by the disciples of the grammarians 

and rhetoricians of that country, and began to be ashamed 

of the rudeness of their spoken, and the poverty of their 

written language. It was not surprising, therefore, that 

young aspiring spirits at length determined to learn their 

Latin in Italy.... A man endowed with the peculiar talent 

necessary for appropriating to himself the classical learning 

of the age, then arose—Rudolf Huesmann of Groningen, 

called Agricola. His scholarship excited universal 

admiration; he was applauded in the schools as a Roman, a 

second Virgil.”
4
 

It is, however, not surprising that the message did not find 

any great response in the Universities of the Northern 

countries, though they had been the breeding ground or 

scholastic rationalism—that powerful solvent of 

ecclesiastical authority and religious orthodoxy. The 

anxiety to rationalise faith, to revitalise atrophied religious 

thought by injecting in its senile veins the serum of its 

original rationality, was mildly shocked by Humanism, 

which struck at the very roots of religion. If in Italy, the 

University of Padua, as the centre of scholastic learning, 

resisted the Renaissance culture to the bitter end, the 

Northern seats of traditional learning could not be any less 

conventional and conservative. France had become a 

centralised National State, which recognised Catholicism 

as the official religion and protected the Roman Church, 

against schism and heterodoxy. The German Princes and 

also the Emperor were carrying on a perennial struggle 

against the Universalism of Rome. Nevertheless, with a 

few honourable exceptions, most of the German 

Universities did not take kindly to the message of 

Humanism. They regarded it as a new form of Roman 

domination. “It was the importation of a foreign element, 

the setting up of an old enemy, 

4
 Ranke, History of the Reformation. 
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the restoration of a world the Germans under Alaric and 

Theodoric had overthrown.... The pagan spirit, the 

impatience of Christianity, appears only in one or two 

Germans.”
5 

And they kept their convictions to themselves. 

Nevertheless the spirit of the Renaissance could not be kept 

out of Germany. As a matter of fact, it preceded the 

Reformation and, in a way, prepared the ground for it. 

Erasmus represented the migration of Humanism to the 

North, and he also heralded the Reformation in so far it 

was a revolt against the corruption of the Church. The 

invention of printing was Germany's contribution to the 

cause of Humanism. The Renaissance literature, imported 

from Italy by Agricola, Reuchlin and von-Hutten, could be 

made easily accessible to lay readers. Boycott by the 

Universities could no longer block the spread of the new 

learning. The initial stage of the Renaissance in Germany 

culminated in the publication of the works of Erasmus. “Of 

all scholars who have popularised scholarly literature, 

Erasmus was the most brilliant, the man whose aims were 

the loftiest, and who produced lasting effects over the 

widest area. His work was done, too, at the right moment 

for the North. A genial power was needed to thaw the frost-

bound soil, and to prepare those fruits which each land was 

to bring forth in its own way.”
6
 

Erasmus has been described as the most typical European 

of all times, the flower of the Renaissance and the greatest 

of Humanists. Opinions may differ in this respect. But 

Erasmus certainly personified more clearly and faithfully 

than any other man the most characteristic feature of the 

culture of his time, namely, the conflict between the 

dissatisfaction with the religious mode of thought, which 

drove the more courageous amongst men to fall back upon 

themselves, and the lingering hope of the possibility of 

reforming religion 

5
 Lord Acton. Lectures on Modern History. 

6
Cambridge Modem History. 
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so as to head off the catastrophe of the cultivated 

Europeans being cut adrift from all spiritual moorings. 

Erasmus is not counted among the great philosophers. He 

did not produce a system of speculative thought, but lived 

the noblest philosophy of life. He did not possess any 

poetical talent, and his artistic taste does not seem to have 

been of a very high level. He distinguished himself as the 

prophet of toleration and the populariser of humanist 

learning. He could be called the educator of his time. He 

was a master letter writer; personal correspondence was 

his main instrument for imparting ideas. He corresponded 

with Popes, Emperors, Kings, scholars and statesmen, all 

of whom held him in great esteem. His literary works were 

voluminous, covering a wide range or problems. Apart 

from the Dialogues, the book which truly reflected his 

spirit was a satire in Praise of Folly. 

Bearing the stamp of the typical Renaissance literature, 

such as the works of Pico della Mirandola, Lorenzo Valla, 

Poggio, Filelfo and others of their kind, the most popular 

book of Erasmus made the deepest impression and had a 

far-reaching influence on the culture and intellectual 

atmosphere of the time. “This little work brought together, 

with singular talent and brevity, matters which had for 

some time been current and popular in the world, gave it a 

form which satisfied all the demands of taste and criticism, 

and fell in with the most decided tendency of the age. It 

produced an indescribable effect; twenty-seven editions 

appeared even during the life time of Erasmus; it was 

translated into all languages, and greatly contributed to 

confirm the age in its anti-clerical dispositions.”
7
 

As a respectable publisher of conventional world classics 

would most probably exclude from the collected works of 

Erasmus this epoch-making book, it is worthwhile to 

indicate its contents briefly. Even to-day the book can be 

read with 

7 
Ranke, History of the Reformation. 
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equal benefit. The object is to show to what an extent folly 

dominates human life. Taking the idea from a popular 

fable, Folly is impersonated by a princess born in the 

Happy Islands, ruled by her father, nursed by Drunkenness 

and Rudeness; she becomes the mistress of a powerful 

Kingdom to which all classes of men belong and she passes 

them all in review. The clergy receives her particular 

attention. She ridicules the men of God by observing that, 

though they have the largest share of her favour, they do 

not own their obligation. She pities the theologians for 

having lost themselves in the labyrinth of their fantasies, 

and taunts them for their Atlas-like efforts to hold up the 

Church on their shoulders. Then she turns to the ignorance, 

the dirty physical habits, and the ludicrous pursuit of the 

monks and the barbarous style of their preaching. The 

Bishops come in for their due share, being chided for the 

lust for gold rather than solicitude for the souls of the 

faithful. The court of Rome and the Pope Himself also 

receive her favour. Turning to the secular professions, Folly 

makes fun of national pride and professional conceit of all 

kind. She concludes by declaring that without her the 

human race will die out. Who will marry without folly? 

Who can be happy without flattery and self-love? Yet, is 

not such happiness a folly? It is based on delusion. It is 

easier to imagine oneself a king than to be a king in reality. 

Those who are the nearest to brutes, being divest of the last 

vestige of reason, imagine themselves to be the happiest. 

This biting satire on every aspect of mediaeval life 

becomes even more pointed thanks to drawings by Hans 

Holbein— another outstanding figure of the Renaissance in 

Germany. The fact that such a devastating exposure of the 

hypocrisy, foolishness and greed of contemporary society 

was so very widely read, proved that the Renaissance 

appeared to lose its early exuberance in Italy because it was 

spreading over a much wider field. “The spiritual 

declension of Rome was the more important by reason of 

the new spirit of rationalism 
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which was springing up in Northern Europe.”
8
 In the latter 

half of the fifteenth century, a new life stirred in every 

depart ment of human intelligence. Von Hutten exclaimed: 

“What an age! Learning flourishes, the mind of man 

awakes! It is a joy to be alive.” The message was spread in 

England by Thomas More, in France by Rabelais, among, 

many lesser lights. Although “it was believed that the 

Renaissance prepared the Reformation, that Luther only 

hatched the Erasmianegg,”
9
 the men of the Northern 

Renais sance opposed Luther's intolerance and dogmatism, 

following: Erasmus when he broke with the Reformation 

on the issue of free will. In that controversy, even 

Melanchthon sided with Erasmus as against Luther whom 

he accused of fatalism. “In Northern countries, the 

Renaissance began later than in Italy, and soon became 

entangled with the Reformation. But there was a brief 

period at the beginning of the sixteenth-century, during 

which the new learning was being vigorously disseminated 

in France, England and Germany without, having become 

involved in theological controversy.”
10  

* * * 

The factor which limited the spread of Humanism in Italy 

was much stronger in Germany. The faith in the 

supernatural, conceived as the personal God of 

Christianity, held the popular mind spellbound. The 

educated were also preoccupied with theology. The great 

seats of learning were the scene of scholastic disputations 

about the nature of God and of soul and the relations 

between the two. The intellectual life was still very largely 

dominated by the religious mode of thought. There was 

opposition to the papal theocracy and ecclesiastical 

privileges; there was also disgust with the corruption of the 

clergy and the monastic Orders. But the revolt was not yet 

against religion—of man against God. 

8
 Fisher, History of Europe. 

9
 Lord Acton, Lectures on Modern History. 

10
Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy. 
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“The opposition was stronger and more denned than 

anything in Italy; but it was against Catholicism, not 

Christianity.”
11 

In that atmosphere, the secular, iconoclastic spirit of the 

Renaissance had to be subordinated to the striving for a 

reform of the ecclesiastical government and attempts to 

purge Christianity of clerical corruption. The Northern 

Renaissance “was much interested in applying standards of 

scholarship to the Bible, and in obtaining a more accurate 

text than the Vulgate”.
12

 

Erasmus himself promoted that tendency. Like Rabelais, he 

preached unadulterated Humanism, the revolt of man, 

through satire; but in other writings, he pleaded for reform 

of the Church, doctrinal purity and simplicity of faith. Most 

men of the Northern Renaissance thought in terms of 

retrieving the original purity of the Christian faith. 

Scholasticism had reinforced the rationalist foundation of 

religion, and the educated classes of Northern Europe had 

been greatly influenced by scholastic learning. Therefore, 

there religion could more successfully and for a longer 

period resist Humanism, which appeared to be a chaotic, 

amoral, if not actually immoral, outburst of wilfulness of 

extravagant individuals against universal orderliness. “The 

Reformation began not in Italy, where the pagan spirit of 

the Renaissance predominated, but among two peoples in 

which the religious sense was strongest.”
13

 England could 

be also added to the category. Ranke describes the 

Reformation as “an intellectual movement of a totally 

different kind” —different from the humanist movement 

led by Erasmus. It preached a rationalised Christianity 

which appeared to satisfy the spiritual cravings, intellectual 

demands and cultural necessities of the educated man of 

Northern and Central Europe. 

11 
Lord Acton, Lectures on Modern History. 

12
 Russell, History of Western Philosophy. 

13
 Seignobos, The Rise of European Civilisation. 
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Thanks to its foundation of primitive rationalism, religion 

in course of time indeed became a mental habit. 

Nevertheless, the religious mode of thought was not a 

stagnant pool; as thought, it also was subject to the law of 

the dynamics of ideas. Purity is the ideal of faith, and 

striving for that ideal, faith exhausts its possibilities of 

promoting spiritual development. Consistent faith, striving 

to regain pristine purity, therefore, is also a solvent of 

religion, the other being scepticism. To avoid that Nemesis 

of its logical outcome, religion necessarily institutionalises 

itself. Its original foundation of primitive rationalism is 

gradually buried deep under an elaborate superstructure of 

irrational doctrines, dogmas, rituals and mechanical 

practices prescribed by orthodoxy. Ultimately, the spirit of 

man, egged on by the urge for freedom and quest for 

knowledge, breaks out of the fetters of faith. To reform 

religion, therefore, is an idle dream. Religion cannot be 

really reformed. It must be institutionalised, and 

institutionalism implies concentration of power, its 

unavoidable abuse, restriction of freedom, and corruption. 

Once human mind has outgrown its infancy, when spiritual 

needs could be satisfied by the naive rationalism of 

primitive religion, faith in the supernatural, conceived 

either as many gods or one God or an impersonal 

Providence, places fetters on the possibility of human 

development. For the sake of further spiritual 

development—intellectual growth, moral uplift and cultural 

progress—they must be burst. That was the purpose of the 

Renaissance; therefore, it counterposed super-naturalism 

with Humanism, claimed for man the power as well as the 

right to shape his own destiny, and proclaimed that a law-

governed Universe did not preclude the freedom of human 

will. The Reformation, on the contrary, was a “religious 

movement the object of which was to restore the purity of 

revelation, and Germany undertook this mighty task”, 

which by its very nature was impossible of 

accomplishment, although “various events concurred to 

give that direc- 
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tion to the mind of the country, and to incite a strenuous 

opposition to the See of Rome.”
14

 

The events which promoted the Reformation in Germany 

have already been reviewed. They were not peculiar to that 

country. And the strenuous opposition to the See of Rome 

soon lost its original concern for the purity of faith, and 

secular considerations became its motive force. The 

opposition to one form of institutionalised Christianity led 

to the rise of an alternative institutionalisation of religion. 

Faith was not purified; it became more sophisticated—a 

new system of doctrinal orthodoxy justified with pseudo-

rationalism. “The Reformation and Counter-Reformation 

alike represent the rebellion of less civilised nations against 

the intellectual domination of Italy. In the case of the 

Reformation, the revolt was also political and theological; 

the authority of the Pope was rejected, and the tribute 

which he had obtained from the power of the keys (to the 

gates of Heaven) ceased to be paid. In the case of the 

Counter-Reformation, there was only revolt against the 

intellectual and moral freedom of Renaissance Italy.”
15

 

Although the Reformation led by Luther was very largely a 

theological dispute to cloak a mundane struggle for power, 

originally it developed on the background of a genuinely 

religious movement. The great heretics of the Middle Ages 

heralded the Reformation as well as the Renaissance. The 

immediate cause of the Reformation, however, was the 

revival of the Augustinian doctrine of Grace to combat 

Nominalist scholasticism which invoked the authority of 

Thomas Aquinas. That was a genuine and disinterested 

theological controversy of the kind which had for several 

centuries been the ferment for the revival of classical 

learning. The fight against Thomist theology in defence of 

pure faith was led by Johann de Wesalia who called the 

Dominican 

14
Ranke, History of the Reformation. 

15
 Russell, History of Western Philosophy. 
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Saint the “Prince of Errors”. That was long before Luther. 

.The genuinely religious tradition of the Reformation is to 

be traced farther back to Wycliff, whose teachings spread 

throughout Central Europe in the middle of the fourteenth 

century. The Hussite rebellion in Bohemia and the 

subsequent heretical movements in Southern Germany 

were inspired by Wycliff's teachings. The European 

heretics advocated return to the purity and simplicity of the 

early Christian faith. Eventually, Luther appeared as the 

champion of the old cause. But that was only apparent. He 

was driven to that position by other considerations. “Luther 

and Calvin were not philosophers in search for a belief 

which could satisfy reason; they were theologians basing 

their doctrine upon their interpretation of the Scriptures.... 

They had no more desire for free examination—the 

freedom of each man to choose his own religion, than the 

Middle Ages had.”
16

 

Nevertheless, the Reformation was the logical consequence 

of the whole history of Christianity. Its cause was rooted in 

that background, not adventitious, such as the rise of a new 

class. Theology could not completely eclipse the religious 

essence of Christianity. It was the individual's anxiety for 

salvation. After Christianity became institutionalised, every 

believer recognised the Church as the sole instrument for 

the attainment of salvation. But there were two ways—faith 

and religious practices. Which of the two was more strictly 

according to the true doctrine of Jesus? The crux of the 

question obviously was interpretation of the Scriptures. 

There was the traditional teaching of the Church. But even 

the Church did not prohibit individual believers to study the 

Sacred Books in which the divine revelation was directly 

expressed. St. Augustin, relying upon the Pauline Gospel, 

had laid down that only unquestioning faith in the merit of 

Christ was the way to salvation. But subsequently 

 

16
 Seignobos, The Rise of European Civilisation. 
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while not questioning the authority of Augustin, the 

Church attached greater importance to religious practices, 

particularly, the Sacrament. Ever since the tenth century, 

when the faith in the Millennium was exploded by 

experience, there had been devout Christians who claimed 

the right to go directly to the Scriptures for satisfying 

themselves regarding the choice of the two alternative 

ways to salvation. They were condemned as heretics. They 

were the forerunners of Wyclifl and Huss. They were 

genuinely religious men, who wanted their belief to satisfy 

reason. 

Irrespective of the theological and political motives of the 

movement subsequently led by him, there is no ground for 

doubting that originally Luther's position was purely 

religious. A neurasthenic so as to have the Messiah 

complex, he felt the torment experienced by many 

individual Christian souls about the choice of the way to 

salvation. Early in his life, Luther seems to have found 

comfort in the Pauline Gospel of unquestioning faith in the 

merit of Christ, elaborated by Augustin as the doctrine of 

salvation through Grace. But then adventitious 

circumstances intervened to drive Luther to a position 

where he appeared to out-Paul St. Paul.
17

 

The logical implication of the Augustinian doctrine of. 

salvation is to question the usefulness of institutionalised 

Christianity. If prescribed rituals were not essential for the 

attainment of salvation, a priesthood, an ecclesiastical 

government, and a clerical hierarchy were also superfluous. 

In the context of the historical background of the heretical 

tradition, and also due to the support of Humanists of the 

Erasmian school, Luther was compelled to admit those far-

reaching implications, once he took up the Augustinian 

position as -against the Thomist. The Reformation broke 

out as a revolt against Rome. As such, it was promptly 

taken under patronage by the German Princes aspiring for 

secular power and 

 

17
 See Mathew Arnold, St, Paul and Protestantism. 
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the German clergy envious of their Italian colleagues who-

occupied all the higher positions in the hierarchy. 

Another implication of Luther's original religious posi-tion 

was the doctrine of predestination. Since religious practices 

and other meritorious works were of no avail as regards the 

salvation of the soul, its future must be predetermined by 

Providence. The logical corollary was denial of free will. 

Oil that issue, Erasmus and other Humanists disowned the 

Reformation led by Luther. That was a break with the 

heretical tradition also, yet another reason for the 

Reformation to lose all religious significance and come 

under the secular influence of the German Princes. 

Ecclesiastically, the Reformation became a revolt of the 

German Church against papal Univer-salism. It lost its 

original religious significance when it was swamped by 

Luther's theological dogmas, and Lutheranism became the 

ideology of a nationalist chauvinism. “The idea even arose 

that a Christian spirit of life would, by God's special 

ordinance, spread from the German nation over the whole 

world, as once from Judea.”
18

 

The Reformation was, indeed, a nationalist movement; but 

its driving force was not the rising bourgeoisie. The 

agelong struggle for power between the Pope and the 

German Emperor was carried on under the flag of a revolt 

against the Roman Church. The newly elected Emperor, 

Charles V, became its chosen leader. Luther was the 

propagandist ancf theologian of the would-be autonomous 

German Church. He and his associates appealed to the new 

Emperor to dismiss his clerical advisers and govern with 

the counsel of Princes and temporal electors, not to entrust 

public business to prelates and financiers, but to the 

nobles. Then he would have the voice of the nation; he 

would no longer need the benediction of the Pope and his 

Cardinals; on the contrary, they would require imperial 

confirmation. “Then will the strong 

18
 Ranke, History of the Reformation. 
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German nation arise with body and goods, and go with 

Thee to Rome, and make all Italy subject to Thee; then 

wilt Thou be a mighty King.” 

That was hardly the voice of the rising bourgeoisie— the 

founder of modern Democracy. The German National 

State would be modelled after the mediaeval monarchy of 

the Ottos with the ambition to be a theocratic Imperium. 

Addressing the Diet of Worms, convened symbolically on 

the day of the coronation of Charlemagne, the Emperor 

invoked the might of his mediaeval predecessors. “With 

the help of the monarchies, the powerful countries and the 

alliances which God had granted him, he hoped to raise it 

again to its ancient glory.”
19

 The Lutheran German 

clergy—those angels in revolt—were welcomed by the 

ambitious young Emperor as God-sent allies in his coming 

struggle for temporal power. 

According to its official historian, Ranke, the Reformation 

was influenced by the constitution of the Holy Roman 

Empire and the German feudal States. Ever since 

Charlemagne was coronated by the Pope as the head of the 

resurrected Roman Empire, there had been a continuous 

struggle for supremacy between the temporal and spiritual 

power. The struggle was inherent in the constitution of the 

military-sacerdotal State called the Holy Roman Empire. 

The German Princes as the Electors of the Empire believed 

themselves to be occupying the position of the Roman 

Senators. Therefore, after the Pope and the Emperor, they 

were the most important factor in the constitution of the 

Empire. On the other hand, the clergy, mostly coming from 

Italy from the early days of the Empire, constituted 

themselves into an autonomous corporation, a State within 

the State. The conflict between the lords spiritual and 

temporal, which ulti- 

19
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 120

120 REASON, ROMANTICISM AND REVOLUTION 

mately broke out as the Reformation, was voiced seven 

hundred years ago by Charlemagne himself. 

Alarmed by the tendency of the clergy to usurp temporal 

power also, the founder of the Holy Empire reprimanded 

them for their ambition, and asked: How were they justified 

in interfering in secular affairs? What was meant by their 

renouncing the world? Whether that was consistent with 

large and costly retinues, with compelling the ignorant to 

make donations of their goods? Whether it was not better to 

foster good morals than to build Churches? These old 

questions were repeatedly asked throughout the succeeding 

centuries, and ultimately provided inspiration for the 

Reformation. 

The questions implied the necessity for a revision of the 

constitution of the Empire. For a short period, under the 

three Ottos, the temporal lords gained the upper hand. 

German Popes were installed at the Vatican by Emperors 

who were Teutonic military chiefs. “The principle of the 

temporal government, autocracy, which from the earliest 

time had held in check the usurpation of ecclesiastical 

ambition, thus attained its culminating point, and was 

triumphantly asserted and recognised in the Empire.”
20

 

But by the end of the eleventh century, the relation 

changed; the universal supremacy of the Vatican was 

firmly established. The Holy Roman Empire, for all 

practical purposes, became a theocracy. Without a revision 

of the constitution of the Empire, the status quo could not 

be changed. The revision required by the temporal lords 

was to make autocracy prevail upon theocracy. Therefore, 

when the ferment in the religious life of mediaeval Europe 

ultimately broke out in Luther's revolt against the doctrine 

of papal infallibility, the right of the Church to intervene in 

the relation between man and God, the power of the 

hierarchy 

20
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and the privilege of the clergy, the temporal lords of 

Germany rushed to support it. Luther's famous theses 

proposed a revision of the constitution of the Empire, such 

as would free them from the fetters of Roman Universalism 

and papal theocracy. 

A proposal for the formal revision of the constitution of the 

Empire had been made at the Diet of Basel nearly a 

hundred years before by Nicholas von Kus. Himself a 

Church dignitary, he maintained that it was impossible to 

reform the Church without revising the constitution of the 

Empire, because the two could not be separated even in 

thought. On that ground, he demanded the emancipation 

<of secular authority from ecclesiastical tutelage. He 

opposed the Pope's right to transfer the Empire from time 

to time to any man of his choice. Then, he proceeded to 

ascribe to the Empire a mystical relation with God and 

Christ, and absolute independence of the Church and even 

the right and duty of taking part in the ecclesiastical 

government. At the same time, he recommended 

constitutional checks and balances so as to limit the 

autocracy of the temporal power emancipated from the 

domination of the Church. But the temporal lords would 

not admit the least restriction of their power. The proposal 

of von Kus fell through. A similar effort was made at the 

time of Emperor Maximilian, with no better result. 

However, the Diet of Worms of 1495 did adopt some 

measures calculated to bring about a political union of 

Germany while preserving the ancient military-sacerdotal 

structure of the Empire. But internal dissension amongst 

the Princes and between them and the Emperor could not 

be settled. Consequently, papal predominance continued. 

Ultimately, the Reformation succeeded in setting up a rival 

Church with a new dogma, doctrinal authority and 

hierarchy, but not in revising the constitution of the 

Empire; nor could it reform the Roman Church. Luther and 

Calvin “did not want to break up 
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the unity of the Universal Church. They claimed to reform 

it by bringing over all Christians to their Church, which 

they considered the only true one, the Church of the Pope 

being in their eyes the Church of the Satan, those 

remaining in which would be damned.”
21

 

The dissatisfaction with the inadequacy and degeneration 

of institutionalised Christianity could not produce in 

Germany revolutionary and iconoclastic consequences as 

in Italy, because there even those who shared the feeling 

still thought in terms of religion, still looking for a belief 

which would satisfy reason. 

*** * * 

Towards the close of the Middle Ages, Germany was. not 

only the birthplace of printing; she was the home of a 

variety of arts and crafts which, on the one hand, brought 

into existence a numerous class of highly skilled urban 

workers, and on the other, a prosperous community of 

traders. Apart from the large army of anonymous architects 

and master-builders, who constructed the Gothic cathedrals 

and churches, there were organ-builders, wood carvers,, 

bronze engravers, metal workers, sculptors and painters, 

whose brilliant craftsmanship made Germany of that time 

famous throughout Europe. But in those days, individuals 

counted for nothing. Hundreds and thousands of creative 

workers, who produced imperishable objects of art as well 

as of ordinary usefulness, remained undifferentiated from 

families, castes, communities and guilds. Only a few names 

even of great artists could emerge from the twilight of 

mediaeval collectivism and be recognised in history as 

creative individuals, such as Albert Duerer, Peter Vischer 

and Hans Holbein, and the last had to flee to England to 

win international reputation as a great painter. 

During the latter part of the fifteenth century, 

21
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Nuremberg was the Florence of Germany. It was a busy 

centre of trade and industry—a typical home of the rising 

bourgeoisie. As a centre of high finance, Augsburg also 

measured up with its Lombard rival. The powerful banking 

counter of the famous Fuggers, who held Emperors and 

Popes in heavy indebtedness, was situated there. Yet, 

neither of the great mediaeval German towns offered 

patronage to art and literature. Like in the rest of the 

country, there also the educated and wealthy people failed 

to outgrow the religious mentality. “With the coming of the 

Reformation,. an ill wind began to blow upon the sculptors 

and painters. The swift onrush of religious and social 

anarchy turned the minds of the German people into other 

channels. Religion, not art, was the governing interest. It is 

significant that Holbein, finding Basel too uncomfortable 

for a German painter, fled to the shelter of the English 

Court.”
22

 

Disowned by Erasmus and other Humanists, Luther-anism 

did 'not develop and spread as the ideology of the rising 

bourgeoisie; it won the patronage of the feudal Princes 

striving for secular power. When early in his career, Luther 

was proscribed both by the Pope and the Emperor, he was 

protected by the Elector of Saxony, who kept him in hiding 

for more than a year, during which time the doctrines of 

Protestantism were given the final shape. Originally 

motivated by the genuinely religious concern for the 

salvation of man's soul, the Reformation soon ceased to be 

a popular national movement. Otherwise, Germany would 

not be visited by the curse of the Thirty Years' War, which 

threw her back two centuries in political and economic 

evolution. The reformed religion became closely associated 

with the princely order and depended entirely on its 

patronage. That is why Luther so very fiercely opposed the 

Peasants' Revolt which heralded the coming of the 

bourgeois revolution. 

22
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The ideals of early Christianity preached by the heretical 

movements and also by the nascent Reformation, naturally 

had a strong appeal for the peasantry. Early in his career, 

Luther himself taught that all were children of one Divine 

Father, and equally redeemed by the blood of Christ. The 

peasants who in the blessedness of their time-honoured 

ignorance were still sincerely religious, naturally believed 

in Luther's message of liberation, and concluded therefrom 

that “there should be no inequality of wealth or station”. 

But Luther had in the meantime moved away from his 

original genuinely religious position, and the Reformation 

had become a political and theological movement. While 

Sickingen with his mediaeval knights sponsored the cause 

of the peasantry, moved by their naive religious faith, the 

ideological herald of the bourgeois revolution condemned 

the rebellion, provoked by his own religious teachings, “as 

contrary to the divine and evangelical law, and therefore to 

the German nation”—the pretender to the succession of 

Israel as the chosen people of God. 

Luther still professed to be the defender of the doctrine that 

the Gospel gave freedom to the soul, but now maintained 

that it did “not emancipate the body from restraint, or 

property from the control of laws....... A pious Christian, he 

said, should rather die a hundred deaths than give way one 

hair's breadth to the peasants' demand. The government 

should have no mercy; the day of wrath and of the sword 

was coming; and their duty to their God obliged them to 

strike hard as long as they could move a limb; whoever 

perished in this service, was a martyr of Christ. Thus, he 

(Luther) supported the temporal order of things with the 

same intrepidity that he had displayed in attacking the 

spiritual.”
23

 

As a religious movement, the Reformation was demo- 

23
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cratic and libertarian. But it lost the original character when 

Luther degraded it to a doctrinal controversy of theology. 

His quarrel with the Pope “coincided with the appetites of 

secular Princes who cast covetous glances on the wealth of 

the Church.”
24

 

The Reformation succeeded as a negation of the time-

honoured ideals and principles of the heretical movement, 

because for Luther, though a fanatically religious man, 

religious thought was a stagnant pool. He did not believe in 

enquiry or toleration. He firmly held that the final truth as 

to all problems of life was to be found in the Bible. Man 

was a helpless tool in the hands of God. He could do 

nothing to change his fate. Complete surrender to the 

mercy of God, and faith in Grace as the reward of faith, 

alone could save man's soul despite his inherent 

wickedness. Luther denounced a humanist Pope, Leo X, as 

the “Anti-Christ”, while he was the anti-Humanist par 

excellence. “It is not, therefore, from Luther that the liberal 

and rationalising movements of European thought derived 

their origin.” 

Although the Protestant movement broke up into several 

sects, the anti-Humanist essence of Lutheran Reformation 

became most evident in Calvinism. The “Institutio” of the 

dictator of Geneva set forth the doctrines of the reformed 

religion:  “If we contemplate man only in respect of his 

natural gifts, we find in him, from the crown of his head to 

the sole of his feet, no trace whatever of goodness. ...... 

Even the best things that rise out of us are always made 

infect and vicious by the uncleanness of the flesh, and are 

always mingled with dirt.” The dogma of predestination 

inherent in Luther's unbalanced reading of the Gospel of St. 

Paul, and extravagant interpretation of Augustin's doctrine 

of Grace, became the basic article of faith in Calvin's 

24
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reformed religion. From “all eternity”, God has chosen the 

elect for salvation; the merit of the chosen few had nothing 

to do with the Grace of God. A man may appear to be the 

devil incarnate, yet he may be among the elect chosen for 

salvation! One would be inclined to think that this 

extravagance of religiousity was meant to exonerate 

Calvin's own wickedness which went to the extent of 

declaring, “if we (the chosen elect of God) leave man to his 

own devices, his soul is capable of naught but evil.” Man 

should, therefore, have no liberty, no freedom of will, 

because he can only misuse the privilege. Calvin's reformed 

religion was the code of prison house: every human being 

is primarily and perpetually inclined to evil, and therefore 

must be suspected a priori as a sinner and kept under strict 

supervision. “Wishing to elevate the divine as high as 

possible above the world, Calvin threw the worldly down 

into the lowest depth. Wishing to give supreme dignity to 

the idea of God, he degraded the idea of man.”
25

 For the 

Humanists of his time, such as Miguel Servetus, whom he 

sent to the stake, and Sebastian Castello, Calvin reserved 

epithets like “hissing serpents”, “barking dogs”, “Satan's 

spawn”. 

In the sixteenth century, Europe was infested, harrassed and 

tormented by the inhumanity and violence of the reformed 

religion, while the cruelty of the Jesuitic Counter-

Reformation brutalised the flock still remaining faithful to 

the orthodox creed. The light of Humanism, which shone 

so lustrously during the preceding century, appeared to 

have dimmed almost to extinction, if not altogether 

extinguished. In reality, that however was not the case. The 

fire of man's resurgence kept on burning beneath the 

surface of theological pedantry, spiritual abasement and 

wanton ignorance in general, which characterised the 

intellectual life of Europe 

25
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during the 'years immediately following the Reformation. 

Neither Lutheranism nor Calvinism produced a single great 

thinker or scholar. Melanchthon was the first and last to 

deserve the distinction. But he as well as Zwingli began as 

Humanists. Towards the end of their career, Melanchthon 

could not pull on well with Luther. He was repelled 

particularly by the latter's violent opposition to free will. 

Like many cultivated young men of the time, Sebastian 

Castello was attracted by what appeared to be Calvin's 

Stoic morality. One of the later Humanists, he was soon 

disillusioned and mercilessly persecuted by the zealot of 

Geneva. Castello's “Manifesto on Behalf of Toleration”, 

issued in 1551 to protest against “Calvin's murder of 

Servetus”, was a stirring Humanist document. Levelling 

against Calvin the deadly charge that by sending Servetus 

to the stakes he gave a lie to Luther's declaration that the 

Reformation stood for the “freedom of the Christian man”, 

Castello wrote: “To seek truth and to utter what one 

believes to be true, can never be a crime. No one must be 

forced to accept a conviction. Conviction is free.” 

* * * 

The foundation of the Jesuitic order by Ignatius Loyola 

indicated that the spirit of the Renaissance had pervaded 

the whole of Europe. It was apprehended by the Pope and 

his hierarchy that, the experience of the Reformation 

having demonstrated the impossibility of reforming 

religion, of a return to the purity and simplicity of the 

original Christian faith, unbelief and despair would spread 

far and wide, preparing the intellectual atmosphere for a 

new spurt of Humanism. The “atheistic and Epicurean” 

view of life could not be stamped out. During the period 

Europe was dazed-by the revolt of the angels and its 

equally spectacular debacle, Humanism only marked time, 

all along undermining the spiritual foundation of the 

mediaeval society and Christian culture. It penetrated the 

educational institutions 
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to infect the mind of the youth. It was not for nothing, that 

Erasmus became the teacher of the sixteenth century. The 

men of the Renaissance brought learning out of the cloister 

and Universities; these were academic cloisters, because, 

there too, education was not secularised; they remained 

associated with, and were very largely dominated by, 

theology which, recognised as the highest of sciences even 

by Roger Bacon, had ever since retained that pre-eminence. 

A new system of imparting Humanist education was 

devised early in the fifteenth century by Vittorino de Feltre. 

Secular schools were founded not only to turn out lay 

scholars, but all-round citizens. The new system of 

education was based on the Greek idea of a harmonious 

development of mind and body. The men of the 

Renaissance had won the undeserved reputation of being 

immoral or, at any rate, insensible to the traditional codes 

of morality, because of their decisive rejection of the 

Christian ascetic notion of “our vile bodies”. Not ashamed 

of their bodies, they were as much concerned with the 

cultivation of mind as with their physical life. That is why 

painting and sculpture reached with them such a sublime 

eminence. Careful observation and study of the human 

body for its symmetry and beauty, with reverence and 

affection, was the essential condition for the afflorescence 

of the Renaissance art. The rejection of conventional 

ethical notions led to the creation of new aesthetic values. 

The Humanist system of education spread throughout 

Europe, thanks to the services of men like Erasmus. “The 

Italian Renaissance brought forth no fairer proof, and none 

fraught with more important consequences for the liberal 

culture of the world, than the school training based on the 

ideas of Humanism, which took shape at that period.”
26

 

“They first conceived and framed the education that has 

now prevailed through Europe for four centuries, moulding 

the youth of 

26
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diverse nations by one common discipline, and establishing 

an intellectual concord for all peoples.” “
7
 

Loyola's keen eyes detected the danger of the Humanist 

education, which was setting up a new standard of values 

and creating new values. It was fostering the spirit of 

enquiry, encouraging scepticism, attaching greater 

importance to secular learning than to theology, and 

teaching the subordination of dogma to reason. The Jesuitic 

Order under Loyola's leadership planned to combat the 

insidious spread o£ Humanism by organising educational 

institutions. It was going to be a determined struggle with 

the Humanist teachers for the soul of the European youth. 

An extremely, sagacious man, working on a long-term 

plan, Loyola preferred to swim with the current. Excellent 

education was imparted; in the schools and colleges 

founded by the “Spanish Fathers”, In addition to the 

classical languages, science was also taught, with the result 

that Loyola's means defeated his end. Jesuit schools greatly 

helped the spread of modern education, including the 

rapidly growing scientific knowledge. Having: in a short 

time gained the reputation of able teachers, Jesuit Fathers 

were invited to fill up chairs in the old Universities. 

At the same time, the most powerful solvent of the 

religious mode of thought was in operation. Paracelsus 

followed Copernicus, and half a century before the latter, 

Nicolaus Cusanus had arrived at the conclusion that the 

earth was a sphere rotating on its own axis. Tycho Brahe's 

Rudolphine: Tables contributed greatly to the rise of 

astronomy. Galileo and Kepler had been conducting their 

studies during the closing decades of the barren sixteenth 

century. Jansen invented the microscope, van Helmount 

conducted the study of nature, and Gilbert discovered 

electric friction and the earth's magnetism. The century 

closed with the martyrdom, of Bruno. 

The intellectual life, which distinguished the seventeenth; 

27
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century as the beginning of the modern age, was stirring in 

the womb of the sixteenth, notwithstanding the latter's 

apparent spiritual exhaustion. The discovery of nature by 

science enabled man to dispense with the necessity of 

assuming or postulating supernatural powers and thus 

evolving a religious faith to satisfy reason. The dawning 

knowledge about the mechanism of the observed natural 

and physical processes (the movement of celestial bodies 

and the swing of the pendulum) lifted at least a corner of 

the veil of mystery shrouding the universal order. Man 

began to feel that after all he might not be a helpless puppet 

in the hand of an inscrutable Providence. The experience of 

the power to know what lay behind the veil of the mysteries 

of nature awakened in him the feeling of power to do what 

until then was believed to be beyond human ability. The 

recollection of the achievements of an Archimedes and the 

fresh memory of the soaring vision of Leonardo da Vinci 

encouraged the conviction that, with an increasing 

knowledge about the mechanism of nature, man would 

acquire the power to control the forces of nature. A new 

vista opened up before man's creative genius. He could not 

only create imperishable artistic and literary treasures, but 

might dream, as Leonardo did, of mastering the mechanism 

of nature and eventually recreating the world to his liking. 

For the first time in his history, man, inspired with the 

creative spirit of the Renaissance, and the vision of power 

to be born of expanding Scientific knowledge, felt himself 

in harmony with the grandiose conception of a law-

governed Universe, because it no longer reduced him to an 

insignificant, helpless, cog in the remorseless wheel of fate, 

which was to be accepted as the Grace of an insensible 

God. That sublime feeling of creative power was, indeed, 

still limited to a few, but those few were blazing a trail out 

of a dark past and a dull present towards a future full of 

hope and promise. 

The debacle of the revolt of the angels marked the end 



 131

THE REVOLT OF THE ANGELS 131 

<oi the age of faith in the history of European humanity. It 

justified the revolt of man. It revealed the necessity more 

pointedly than ever before. The choice was between God 

and man. Religion could not be reformed. The coveted 

return to the purity and simplicity of primitive faith, born of 

the frustrated rationality of homo sapiens, turned out to be 

an unattainable ideal. To hold its sway in a complicated 

society, any religion must be institutionalised, and the 

doctrines and dogmas of an organised institutionalised 

religion could not have the charm and spell of a simple 

faith which once satisfied the embryonic reason of the 

primitive man. Religion, therefore, could no longer elevate 

man above the. selfishness, vulgarity and ugliness of life to 

the beatitude of an imaginary communion with God. It only 

debased and degraded man either to a slave of the priest or 

an abject believer in predestination, a helpless reed tossed 

in the uncharted sea of fate dictated by the arbitrariness of 

an inscrutable Providence. The alternative for man was to 

revolt, to throw off the tutelage of God, stand on his own 

feet, take destiny in his own hands. 

The Renaissance had blazed that trail of spiritual revolt. 

The Reformation dissolved the decayed Christian 

Universal Order. The ultimate defeat of God's agents on 

earth in the struggle for the monopoly of temporal power, 

encouraged man's striving for spiritual freedom. The Holy 

Empire was broken up into National States; and there was 

a parallel development of immensely greater historical 

significance. Ecclesiastical laws were replaced by secular 

laws, made by men. God's government on earth was 

superceded by governments of men. On the breakdown of 

the time-honoured religious order, a moral order, with no 

theological or supernatural sanction, became the ideal of 

man. The striving for the attainment of that new ideal was 

the motive force of the intellectual efforts, social 

conquests and cultural achievements of the following two 

centuries. 

  



 132

CHAPTER VI 

THE NATURAL LAW 

THE intellectual stagnation of the period immediately 

following upon the Reformation was more apparent than 

real. Luther's violence and Calvin's bigotry had repelled 

sensitive souls from the time-honoured theological studies,, 

which were until then regarded as the foremost intellectual 

pursuit. The latter part of the sixteenth century was indeed 

conspicuous for the absence of any outstanding work of 

literature or fine art. But at the same time, science advanced 

silently, ushering in a new era of intellectual achievements. 

Before the century was out, heliocentric astronomy was 

definitely established as a landmark in the history of 

thought. Copernicus, Tycho Brahe, Kepler, Galileo—all 

those founders of modern science lived in the sixteenth 

century. Early in the next century, Lippershay, a Dutch 

optician, manufactured the first telescope. Galileo quickly 

saw the great importance of the new instrument, and 

himself manufactured a better one. Though still very 

primitive, it enabled him to survey the heavens and 

discover phenomena of celestial movement which placed 

the new science of heliocentric astronomy on a solid 

foundation. Philosophically, Galileo's discovery had a 

staggering effect; it shook the tradition of Aristotle's 

authority. In his famous book, A Dialogue of the Two 

Systems of the World, which caused imprisonment of the 

aged savant until death, he expounded the heliocentric view 

so very cogently that the Aristotelian philosopher 

“Simplicio”, who defended Ptolemian geocentrism, was 

made to look like~ a fool. Galileo thus not only established 

modern astronomy j he also laid the foundation of modern 

physics to be elaborated by Descartes and Newton. 

The significance of the discovery of America was soon- 
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followed by Magellan's circumnavigation of the globe, 

which empirically proved that the earth was round. Another 

death-blow to the biblical mythology. It naturally had a 

repercussion on the awe-inspiring structure of theology 

which for centuries had claimed to be the queen of 

sciences. Finally there was the far-reaching revolutionary 

effect of the invention of printing by Gutenberg early in the 

fifteenth century. .Having overcome the initial technical 

difficulties, the art of printing spread throughout Europe as 

the most effective medium for the dissemination of learning 

and knowledge. By the sixteenth century, printing of books 

in large numbers lad become a regular industry in all the 

civilised countries of Europe. 

The advance of science laid the foundation of a mechanistic 

cosmology, which was the conditio sine qua non for 

liberating human mind from the tradition of the religious 

mode of thought. The art of printing was instrumental in 

carrying the message of freedom far and wide. The new-

intellectual upsurge, therefore, did not remain limited to 

cloisters and universities. A large section of the European 

humanity, practically the entire literate laity, was caught in 

the new current. Consequently, the time-honoured belief in 

a theological order of the Universe was shaken, and the 

cultural atmosphere became congenial for a new 

intellectual outlook—the conception of a world order 

governed by Natural Law. 

Meanwhile, the humanist education had been spreading, 

with the result that the cultivated man's mind was 

becoming more receptive to the iconoclastic scientific 

knowledge and responsive to its liberating appeal. “The 

sense of human dignity was the chief moral agent of 

antiquity, and the sense of sin of mediaevalism..... It was 

not till the revival of learning had been considerably 

advanced, that a perception of the nobility of the heroic 

character dawned upon man's mind. Then, for the first 

time, the ecclesiastic type was obs- 
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cured, a new standard and aspiration appeared, and popular 

enthusiasm taking a new direction achieved that political 

liberty which, once created, intesified the tendency that 

produced it.”
1
 

The new era was ushered in by a new type of man, no 

longer concerned with the baffling mystery of man's 

relation with God, but with secular affairs. They 

approached the problems of human existence no longer 

from the theological, but from a rational and moral point of 

view. Having quietly set aside the fiction of a divine 

Providence, or supernatural sanction, they looked for a 

secular authority for the conduct and governance of human 

affairs. For centuries previously, leaders of thought had 

been preoccupied with the problem of man's relation with 

God and salvation of his soul; they claimed to solve the 

mystery of how a spiritual power intervened in terrestrial 

matters, and the competence to legislate for the government 

of God. The intellectual leaders, who ushered in the new 

era, were concerned with the secular problem of 

harmonising human relations. They conceived the task of 

the time as follows: “We have now to find human authority 

promoting intellectual advancement, and accepting as its 

maxim that the lot of man will be ameliorated, and his 

power and dignity increased, in proportion as he is able to 

comprehend the mechanism of the world, the action of 

natural laws, and to apply physical forces to his use.”
2
 

The secularisation of politics was the outstanding feature 

of the new age. Political theories and economic doctrines 

were dissociated from the theological preoccupation and 

freed from ecclesiastical supremacy. The former were 

formulated on the basis of terrestrial sanctions, and the 

latter developed with a view to human welfare. Politics 

was secularised by repudiating the mediaeval doctrine of 

the divine right of 

1
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kings. The conception of the Natural Law and the 

hypothesis of a social contract provided the new sanction 

for secular authorities—of political administration and 

social organisation. The sixteenth century saw the 

disintegration of the universalism of the Roman Church; 

the parallel process was the practical disappearance of the 

Holy Empire. Since the time of Charlemagne, the Pope and 

the Emperor were the dual heads of a theocratic State—the 

would-be Christian World Order. After six hundred years 

of a continuous struggle for supremacy, both the powers, 

the temporal of the Emperor as well as the spiritual of the 

Pope, were reduced to a shadowy existence. The 

establishment of sovereign National States in England, 

France and subsequently in other countries, had already put 

an end to the pretension of the Emperor. The Reformation 

laid low the Universalism of the Roman Church, and still 

further disrupted even the formal status of the Holy 

Empire. The Middle Age of the Christian theocratic order 

was at its end. It must give place to a new order in which 

science was to supercede faith, man-made laws and 

terrestial considerations were to regulate the inter-relations 

of secular political communities and also of their citizens. 

A new type of men—sceptics, critics, out-and-out atheists, 

avowed materialists, such as Bodin, Montaigne, Descartes, 

Bayle, Gassendi, Hobbes, Bacon—shouldered their way to 

the forefront of European history until then crowded with 

priests, prelates, popes and princes. The apparent 

intellectual stagnation of the sixteenth century was broken 

by a flood-tide of spiritual exuberance. The intellectual and 

cultural structure of the mediaeval society collapsed under 

the critical onslaught, particularly of three men, each 

wielding a different weapon. Montaigne's scepticism 

surveyed the surrounding institutional patterns and 

examined the variety of traditional opinions from the point 

of view of the sophisticated man of the world, who was not 

to be taken in by time-honoured 
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facades nor fall for fetishes. Rather superficial, Montaigne's 

criticism was nonetheless devastating, because it appealed 

to the ordinary intelligence. Descartes laid the axe of his 

critique at the roots of theology, which had for centuries 

kept the cultivated mind spell-bound, and ravished 

rationalism. The Cartesian method threw all venerable 

notions into the crucible of scepticism which dissolved 

everything except the confidence in one's own judgment 

guided by self-evident empirical truths. Descartes provided 

Humanism with a sound philosophical foundation. Bayle's 

was the scepticism of a scholar. Often showing a Voltairean 

scintillation, he did not stop short of cynicism, although 

always with the dignity of scholarliness. Bayle, the Sceptic, 

was the founder of modern criticism. His was the deadly art 

of arguing out old systems of thought with the object of 

laying bare their logical fallacies and to expose their 

absurdities. Before the threefold assault, mediaevalism lay 

in ruins—the religious mode of thought torn asunder from 

its mooring of blind faith, rationalism ashamed of its illicit 

love with the mystic and obscurantist theology, classicism 

exposed as barren learning and cultural artificiality. The 

intellectual atmosphere was clear for creative minds to 

breathe in freely, to formulate new principles of law, to 

evolve new political theories, to visualise new ideals of 

social evolution, and to conceive of new cultural patterns. 

The revolt of man against the Frankenstein of religion and 

teleological order, created by his infantile rationalism, and 

the revival of science giving him the sense of creative 

power born of knowledge, ushered in the modern 

civilisation with incalculable potentialities, of good and 

evil, to unfold during the succeeding centuries. The 

publication in 1625 of The Law of War and Peace by 

Grotius has been described as the beginning of the epoch of 

the modern political system of Europe. At the close of the 

Middle Ages, Europe was in a state of lawlessness; it was a 

war of all against all. The military-sacerdotal order 
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founded by Charlemagne having disintegrated owing to its 

internal discord, there was no recognised authority except 

of violence, fanaticism and orthodoxy. The laws of the 

ecclesiastical government had lost authority with all who 

claimed the freedom of conscience and the right of 

individual judgment. The laws of the Empire were there 

only to be flouted by all who dared. Coming out of the 

decayed mediaeval order, Renaissance Europe needed a 

new system of law with a rational, secular and moral 

sanction. The work of Grotius satisfied the need. The new 

sanction was found in the old notion of the Natural Law. It 

appealed to the Protestants and Catholics alike. The latter, 

on the authority of Thomas Aquinas, regarded the Natural 

Law as the “unrevealed law of God”; the Protestants would 

not accept that authority, but they were respectful to the 

positivism of the Roman Jurists who also appealed to the 

Law of Nature. The work of Grotius obtained “the 

enthusiastic assent of Europe,”
3 

because it laid “the 

foundations of moral and legal justice, which learned men 

would deem sound, and men of the world would not think 

fantastic.”
4
 Grotius was a Humanist of scholastic learning. 

As such, he could produce a treatise on law which won the 

approbation of the philosophically inclined ecclesiastical 

Jurists, and also of the Renaissance law-years who drew 

inspiration from the tradition of Cicero. All through the 

Middle Ages, law was referred to the divine origin. In the 

late sixteenth century,' there was a profound change in the 

conception of law in consequence of the importance 

attached to human personality. Far-reaching conclusions 

flowed from the dignity and autonomy attributed to every 

human being. “Several conclusions arc directly derived 

from this assumption. It explains the claim 

which the individual makes, and the duty which he admits. 

3
 Henry Maine, Ancient Laws. 

4
 Cambridge Modern History. 
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that Reason should be acknowledged to be the Natural— 

which is also to say, the Divine—Law. Again, it provides 

the foundation of all human legal institutions, which thus 

become directly identical, in the last analysis, with moral 

principles. Finally, it furnishes the ideal of a single 

organisation or society of all mankind.”
5
 

In consequence of that profound change, the old 

conception of Natural Law was freed from the authority of 

God, and referred to human reason. Grotius developed that 

new conception of Natural Law. He defined it as “a dictate 

of Right Reason which points out that an act according as 

it is or is not in conformity with rational nature, has in it a 

quality of moral baseness or moral necessity; and that, in 

consequence, such an act is either forbidden or enjoined by 

the author of nature, God.”
6
 

In short, the Advocate-General of the Netherlands outlined 

a system of law which, based upon the entire experience of 

the past, incorporating its positive outcome, met the 

requirements of the new situation. Grotius was a 

Protestant. But he was also a colleague of Erasmus, and 

with the latter had been repelled by the Reformation, 

“believing that, all things considered, it had done more 

harm than good”
5
 Experience had proved that the Church 

could not be reformed, that progressive ideas and 

movements must transcend the limits of the religious mode 

of thought. Grotius lived when all thoughtful men “asked 

what was the difference between the vindictiveness with 

which Rome dealt (with dissenters) and the rigour of 

Calvin who seized Servetus and committed him to the 

flames..... There was not a pious or thoughtful man in all 

reformed Europe who was not shocked when the 

circumstances under which the 

5 
Ernst Troeltsch, The Ideas of 'Natural Law and Humanity 

in World Politics. 

6
 Hugo Grotius, Prolegomena. 

7
 J. W. Draper, The Intellectual Development of Europe. 
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unhappy physician had been brought to the stake were 

made known.”
8
 

Grotius was a man of the Renaissance—one of those who 

cultivated the humanist spirit and spread humanist learning 

when Europe appeared to be in a state of intellectual 

stagna-nation. At the same time, he represented the positive 

aspect of the Reformation—the revolt against authority and 

assertion of the claim to personal enquiry and judgment. 

Unity is antagonistic to liberty. The Universalism of the 

Catholic Church meant spiritual slavery for the individual 

believer. By disrupting that monolithic structure of 

institutionalised religion, the Reformation served the cause 

of spiritual freedom, even though it advanced an alternative 

totalitarianism. But once the spell of religious unity was 

broken, it could not be re-established. Protestantism 

triumphed in the emergence of numerous sects which could 

not justify their fissiparous existence without admitting the 

right of criticism and freedom of conscience. The 

disappearance of a coercive unity promoted the cause of 

liberty. That was the positive significance of the 

Reformation. Grotius was one of the Humanists who knew 

how to appreciate that legacy. 

The conception of the Natural Law was a landmark in the 

history of man's struggle for freedom. It liberated him from 

the faith in the supernatural—a power which he can never 

comprehend nor overcome, because it is imaginary; on the 

other hand, the Natural Law belongs to his world; 

therefore, eventually, he will be able to understand how it 

operates, and consequently live in harmony with it. The 

notion of the Natural Law is empirically derived; there is 

nothing mysterious about it. The regularities of nature are 

the facts of man's experience. The notion of Natural Law, 

therefore, results from the innate rationality of man. 

Religion also originated in that notion. In course of man's 

in- 

6
 ibid. 
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tellectual development, it appeared in different forms. It is 

a human heritage and as such, enriched by expanding 

scientific knowledge, entered into the structure of the 

ideological foundation of modern civilisation. 

The notion of the Natural Law became the guiding 

principle of the intellectual life which ushered in the age of 

modern civilisation, because it had originated with the 

fathers of science and philosophy—the naturalist thinkers 

of ancient Greece. The revival of science naturally 

revivified the idea which was the point of departure of the 

earliest enquiry into the causes of natural phenomena and 

therefore of philosophical thought. In Greek mythology and 

epics, Fate or Destiny was of greater importance than the 

gods—the latter being also subject to the former. Neither 

was Fate a super-divine force nor were the gods 

supernatural. Nature was the ultimate reality; nothing 

existed beyond and outside it. The gods themselves were 

subject to the law of nature. “Fate exercised a great 

influence in all Greek thought, and perhaps was one of the 

sources from which science derived the belief in natural 

law.”
9
 

The notion of fate was the primitive conception of 

determinism—that nature was not a chaotic combination 

of diverse and conflicting phenomena, nor was it subject to 

any arbitrary supernatural Providence; it was a law-

governed system. Thales, Anaximander, Heraclitos and 

other naturalist thinkers assumed that everything came out 

of one single primal substance, which was infinite and 

eternal. They conceived the basic substance differently, 

Thales as water, Heraclitos as fire, so on and so forth. But 

all of them held that the original substance differentiated 

itself into the multifarious substances of experience, these 

were transformed into each other, and again all merged in 

their common source. This process of the being and 

becoming of the world was believed to be due to the 

operation of the Law of Nature, which appeared 

9
 Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy. 
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as the concept of “Justice” in ancient Greek thought. 

Justice was conceived as keeping balance—in every sphere 

of existence. To be just was to be in harmony with the Law 

of Nature. Justice was identical also with virtue. Ethics was 

deduced from physics, because man was a part of nature. 

This highly interesting philosophical idea was elaborated 

subsequently by Epicuros. It has still to be fully grasped by 

the philosophy of our time. However, the point is that the 

notion of the Natural Law represented the belief in physical 

determinism; it was reason in nature, and also the 

fundamental moral category; “but this supreme power was 

not itself personal, and was not a supreme god.”
10

 The 

profound philosophical implication of the concept of 

Natural Law had been developed by Aristotle and the 

Stoics, apart from the Epicureans. 

Treating the concept of Natural Law as “Justice”, Aristotle 

came to the conclusion that it was a necessary element of 

the State; but he differentiated “conventional justice” from 

“natural justice”. While the former, guided by reason and 

convenience, laid down definite rules, the latter's authority 

was independent of opinion, being valid under all 

circumstances as the guiding principle of civilised life. 

Evidently, according to Aristotle, the concept of Natural 

Law in the philosophical sense implied that there was a 

rational design in nature, and that man-made laws, together 

with the rest of human behaviour, should conform with that 

rational design. That is how justice and virtue could be 

realised in life. 

The idea of Natural Law was further elaborated by the 

Stoics into an ethical system; they derived morality from 

rationality, which was referred back to the Law of Nature. 

They maintained:  “Every creature has its own nature and 

its own appropriate functions, and for man—whose nature 

is to be citizen—the Law of Nature is the sum of the prin- 

10
 Russell, Ibid. 
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ciples, founded in human nature, which determine the 

conduct befitting him in his rational and social quality.”
11

 

The Stoics further held that, by nature, all men were free 

and equal. The Law of Nature was supreme and eternal, 

therefore precedent to all enactments of any human 

authority. Even religion connoted obedience to the all-

pervading Reason, which was the Law of Nature. Roman 

Jurists since the time of Cicero based their doctrines on the 

Stoic concept of the Natural Law. Cicero declared that the 

Roman Republic had approximated the Stoic ideal of the 

“Natural State” and the laws of the Republic were in full 

harmony with the Law of Nature. 

The concept of the Natural Law ceased to be a matter of 

philosophical speculation. It became the metaphysical 

sanction of legislation, and the State derived its moral 

authority therefrom. It was in this sense that Natural Law 

became the point of departure of political theories at the 

close of the Middle Ages. The Roman Jurists modified the 

original Greek version in order to harmonise it with the 

established sociopolitical order. The Stoics held that 

equality and freedom were the essence of Natural Law; the 

Roman lawyers dropped the idea of equality and declared 

that all men were free before the law of Nature. 

Neverthelss, both the versions of the venerable principle 

were known throughout the Middle Ages. Not only were 

the heretical movements inspired by the doctrine that 

equality and freedom were of the essence of the Natural 

Law; it was endorsed by the early Church Fathers also. St. 

Ambrose, for example, defended the original Greek 

conception as against the interpretation by the Roman 

lawyears. He declared that “private property is not an 

institution of nature. Nature knows only common property; 

she gave all things to all men. Usurpation and greed 

created the law of private property.” That was an echo of 

Cicero's voice raised several centuries ago: “Nations and 

11
 Pollock, Essays in Law. 
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princes may make laws, but they are without the true 

character of law if they are not derived from the original 

source of law, which existed before the State was 

established. Private property is unknown to nature.”
12

 

Again, “There is a law which is identical with true reason, 

and which is in harmony with nature. It is eternal and 

unchallengeable and is the expression and the command of 

the divine authority.”
13

 

As a matter of fact, the entire Christian theology, until it 

had to compromise with the positive (man-made) law of the 

Roman Empire, was based upon the doctrine of Natural 

Law. First, there was the Golden Age (the State of Nature); 

the fall of man was followed by a moral crisis—the vale of 

tears and life of sin, to last for a millennium; redemption 

was to come thereafter; the Natural Law operating as the 

Law of Reason, would enable man to overcome the moral 

crisis and return to Grace. The law of Reason was to 

restrain the evils in man. But in course of time, it was 

reinforced by the Canon Laws of the ecclesiastical 

government compiled in the sixth century by St. Isidore of 

Seville. These also claimed the sanction of the Natural 

Law, which was recognised in the theology of the Roman 

State religion as the “Unrevealed Law of God.” Finally, 

came the Positive Law (Roman Law) to justify the actual 

conditions of life, which were so very different from the 

biblical picture of the world waiting for redemption after 

the millennium. 

The purpose of the Positive Law was to protect the poor 

against the rich, the weak against the strong. It legalised 

private property, but offered protection to the weak and the 

poor. It proposed to prevent the war of all against all, and 

to protect the fruits of labour against robbery. According to 

the Roman Jurists, the State was created for the benefit of 

all. They declared that nobody should have a superfluity so 

12
 Cicero. De Republics  

13 
lbid. 
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long as there were men who lacked the most necessary 

things. Such a system of law, even if made by man, could 

legitimately claim the sanction of the Law of Nature 

conceived by the early Greek philosophers as “Justice,” and 

subsequently, by the Stoics, as connoting equality and 

freedom. Owing to its obvious justness and equity, the 

Roman Law came to be an important element of the 

cultural heritage of Europe, ultimately to provide the 

fathers of modern political theories with a sound point of 

departure. 

When Christianity became the State religion of the Roman 

Empire, and the latter established a terrestrial order in place 

of the chaos created by the fall of the antique civilisation, 

the biblical faith in the Millennium was abandoned 

imperceptibly by the Fathers of the Church. Instead of 

nearing the predestined end, the world appeared to be 

showing unmistakable signs of a much longer life; 

consequently, the pessimistic view, born out of the chaotic 

conditions of a social crisis, had to be adjusted to the 

altered perspective. It became necessary to find a 

compromise between the Natural Law and the Positive Law 

given for the administration of the affairs of the world, 

which did not seem to be moving towards an early end. St. 

Ambrose himself qualified his views quoted above by the 

following proviso:  “But it does not follow from this that 

private property is a bad thing; the doctrine of Natural Law 

only requires that the rich should support the poor with a 

portion of the goods which were originally the common 

possession of all.” And the Prince of the Patristic literature, 

St. Augustine, defended the Positive Law enacted for the 

administration of worldly affairs against the criticism of the 

Manichaeists—those unmitigated votaries of the early 

Christian other-worldliness. “Private property in itself is 

not an evil, but the evil lay in passionate chase after riches, 

the accumulation of property, the elevation of material 

possessions over truth, justice, wisdom, faith, love of God 

and man, or even placing 
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property on the same level as these ideal virtues.”
14

 The 

historical significance of the defence of Positive Law on 

the authority of the Natural Law, conceived later as the 

“Un-revealed Law of God,” is fully appreciated when it is 

ife-membered that 1,500 years later the prophet of modern 

Communism rejected the docrtine that “private property is 

theft” and wrote a whole book to criticise the Philosophic 

de la Misere as Poverty of Philosophy. 

Nevertheless, doubt about the inter-relation of the Natural 

Law, the Canon Law and the Positive Law, continued to 

confuse scholasticism until the thirteenth century, when the 

great mediaeval jurist Gratian cleared away the 

contradictions of the work of his predecessor, St. Isidore. 

The latter had given a misleading definition of the Natural 

Law by mixing up the original Greek version and the 

interpretation of the Roman Jurists. Gratian took up what 

today could be called a Marxist position, so many centuries 

before Hegel provided his pupil with the dialectics of 

histori-cism. The mediaeval dialectician held that “private 

property is sinful, but necessary; therefore, ownership 

should be restricted to what is necessary.” That was 

certainly an improvement on Hegelian Positivism, which 

dominates the revolutionary social philosophy of our time: 

according to the Hegelian formula, taken over in Marxism, 

the third term of the syllogism should have been, 

“therefore, private property is good”, because whatever is 

necessary, is justifiable, and therefore good. 

The conception of the Natural Law had survived the 

vicissitudes of the Roman Empire; but in the meantime, 

Christian theology had outgrown the Hellenistic inclination 

of the early Church Fathers. The appeal to Reason, 

unsupported by authority, no longer carried conviction. But 

on the other hand, the study of Aristotle had become an 

impor- 

14
 St. Augustine, City of God. 
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tant part of scholastic learning. The authority of “the 

philosopher and also of Cicero had added importance to the 

concept of the Natural Law. It had, therefore, to be fitted 

into the system of Christian faith. Gratian was an 

ecclesiast; but a greater authority than that of a casuist was 

called for. St. Thomas Aquinas declared that the Natural 

Law was the “Unrevealed Law of God,” and as such 

immutable, and supreme over all other law. With the 

endorsement of the rationalist Occam, the Thomist 

definition of the Natural Law became an important factor 

of mediaeval thought, subsequently to become the point of 

departure of modern political theories. As a matter of fact, 

the sanction for the doctrine of the sacred right of revolt 

can be found in St. Thomas Aquinas, who categorically 

asserted “the right of subjects to withhold their obedience 

from rulers who were usurpers and unjust.”
15

 

Grotius reared his legal system for a new political order on 

the foundation of the tradition of the ancient and mediaeval 

thought about the origin of human rights and the source of 

laws to guard them. “The doctrine of natural right, as it 

appears in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth, 

centuries, is a revival of a Stoic doctrine, though with 

important modifications. It was the Stoic who distinguished 

jus naturale from jus gentium. Natural Law was derived 

from the first principles of the kind held to underlie all 

general knowledge. By nature, the Stoics held, all human 

beings are equal..... Christianity took over this part of Stoic 

teaching along with much of the rest. And when at last, in 

the seventeenth century, the opportunity came to combat 

despotism effectively, the Stoic doctrines of Natural Law 

and natural equality, in their Christian dress, acquired a 

political force which, in antiquity, not even an Emperor 

could give them.”
16 

Marcus Aurelius was the Emperor who 

tried unsuccessfully 

15
 St. Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologiae.  

16
Bertrand Russell, A History of Western Philosophy. 
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to enforce equal right and equal freedom according to the 

doctrine of the Natural Law. 

* * * * 

At this point, some digression is warranted to examine the 

social background of Grotius. Did he not formulate the new 

theory of law to justify the rise of the bourgeois Dutch 

Republic? There is no evidence to show that the writing of 

his Law of War and Peace had any direct connection with 

that dramatic event. And even if that was the case, it would 

be pointless to emphasise it. Because, the role of the 

trading and industrial classes in the revolt of the Spanish 

Provinces of the Netherlands was insignificant. The Dutch 

Republic was not a creation of the bourgeoisie. 

Originally, the revolt was not against the Spanish rule. 

When King Philip II left for Spain, the Government of the 

Netherlands was delegated to the Duchess of Parma, a 

natural daughter of Emperor Charles V by a Flemish 

mistress. She would have been accepted as a legitimate 

ruler, had the native nobility been allowed to conduct the 

government. That wise course was not adopted. A Council 

of three headed by Cardinal Granvelle was appointed to 

rule in behalf of the King. The native nobility felt deprived 

of their natural right to rule, and revolted not against the 

Spanish King, but against the Granvelle camarilla. The 

rising bourgeoisie had nothing to do with that event, which 

led to the rise of the Dutch Republic. “Proud and wealthy 

native noblemen, who had served the State under Charles 

V, asked themselves how long these outrages were to be 

endured, and when they were to be admitted to a legitimate 

share in the influence and the spoils of government, from 

which they were excluded by the unpopular Cardinal and 

his associates.”
17

 That was not a new class “beginning the 

struggle for political power. The revolt was led by Egmont, 

a professional soldier, the Count of Hoorn, 

17
 H. A. L. Fisher, History of Europe. 
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and William Nassau, Prince of Orange— “the three men 

whor in the recent troubles, had most helped the 

maintenance of order.”
18

 

Additional causes of the revolt were the anti-heresy edicts 

and the order that the people of the Netherlands should 

accept the Catholic doctrine of the Council of Trent. With a 

solemn protest against religious persecution, drawn up by 

the Prince of Orange, Egmont personally went to see the 

King. On the failure of his mission, young noblemen, 

bigotted Calvinists like Marnix, and humane Catholics like 

Brederode, joined the revolt. The flame was fanned into a 

widespread conflagration when Egmont and Hoorn, taken 

prisoner by treachery, were publicly beheaded. But not 

until a tax was imposed to pay Alva's troops did the 

commercial community join the revolt. After the 

foundation of the Dutch Republic in 1572, with a 

democratic Constitution, the trading and industrial classes 

tightened up their purse-strings. The Republican army of 

the Prince of Orange suffered defeat after defeat, because it 

was ill paid, his treasury being empty. While the peasants 

of Friesia, the canons of Utrecht and the nobles of 

Gelderland were the mainstay of the original Republic, the 

burgher aristocracy of the trading cities of Brabant and 

Flanders did not come in until the Duke of Parma 

succeeded Alva and advised the King to recognise the 

Republic founded by the Prince of Orange with the support 

of the native nobility. 

* * * * 

Grotius, however, was not the first to formulate a modern 

political theory on the basis of a secular authority. As early 

as in 1324, Marsiglio of Padua improved upon the 

Aristotelian theory of the State. His ideas were so very 

remarkably ahead of his time, though based on ancient 

wisdom, that he has been described as “the most modern of 

all the 

18
 Ibid. 
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mediaevals.”
19

 Rejecting all authority, Marsiglio based his 

political theory on facts. He boldly expressed the opinion 

that the source of law was not the divine right of rulers, nor 

the superior wisdom of the learned, but the common sense 

of the whole body of citizens. “We declare that, according 

to the truth, and to the opinion of Aristotle, the Law-Giver, 

the primary essential and the efficient source of law is the 

People, or a majority of them, acting of their own free 

choice openly declared, in a general assembly of citizens, 

and prescribing something to be done or not done in regard 

to civil affairs under penalty of temporal punishment. The 

truth of a proposition is more accurately judged and its 

usefulness to the community more carefully taken into 

account, when the whole body of citizens apply their 

intelligence.”
20

 Those basic principles of the parliamentary 

democratic system were enunciated so much ahead of time, 

by a mediaeval jurist, while the bourgeoisie were hardly 

out of their swaddling clothes. Marsiglio calmly ignored 

the pretensions of the Holy Empire as well as the authority 

of the Pope, and declared that law for the governance of 

this world must have the sanction of a secular authority, 

which, according to the Natural Law, was vested in the 

people. He argued that positive laws were “the reasoned 

application of the Natural Law.” 

In the Introduction to his book, Marsiglio states that it was 

written as a supplement to Aristotle's Politics. But formally 

following the Aristotelian principles, he reached 

conclusions which were most repugnant to the mediaeval 

interpreters of the philosopher. In fact, Marsiglio's 

conclusions were influenced by the clearly naturalist and 

rationalist principles of Latin Averroism as distinct from 

the interpretation of the Nominalists of the Paris 

University, where, also on the authority of the Arab 

philosopher, an attempt was made to marry reason with 

faith. Marsiglio argued that faith 

19
 E. Emerton, Harvard Theological Studies. 

20
 Marsiglio, Defensor Pacts. 
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should not be vulgarised by the association with reason. 

Because, the one is concerned with the life after death, 

while the other is a secular category. The faith may be 

useful for the salvation of the soul, but it is simply 

irrelevant in the consideration of the affairs of this world. 

That was a roundabout way of declaring that secular 

questions must be decided by the dictates of reason without 

any reference to faith. It is clear how Marsiglio's separation 

of reason from faith was bound to lead logically to 

scepticism as regards religion, and secularisation of 

politics. “Human law is a command of the whole body of 

citizens, or of its prevailing part, arising directly from the 

deliberations of those empowered to make law, about 

voluntary acts of human beings to be done or avoided in 

this world, for the sake of attaining the best end, or some 

condition desirable for man in this world. I mean, a 

command the transgression of which is enforced in this 

world by penalty or punishment imposed on the 

transgressor.”
21

 

In the sixteenth century, before Grotius, a succession of 

great lawyers devoted their intellect to a new examination 

of the Roman Law from the point of view of the conditions 

of their time. The most famous among them were Nicholas 

of Cusa, John Gerson, Johannes Althusius and Jean Bodin. 

Althusius was a Calvinist. Nevertheless, in his work the 

relation between theology and the Natural Law appears to 

be very ambiguous. He maintained that the original 

association of men was a natural process, being an integral 

part of human nature. Therefore, it is not to be explained 

by any ad hoc assumption such as social contract,
22

 the 

implication of which argument was that society was not a 

divine creation, but resulted from the operation of the law 

of nature. 

Bodin's monumental work, Republic, was hailed as the 

most complete and systematic treatise on politics since 

Aristotle. In the tradition of Marsiglio, Bodin demanded 

sub~ 

21
 ibid. 

22
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ordination of the ecclesiastical power to the sovereignty of 

the secular State based on Positive Law. Discussing the 

question of sovereignty, Bodin maintained that usurpation 

was the origin of monarchy (the only sovereign power 

known at that time). Rejecting the distinction made by 

Aristotle between a king and a tyrant, he held that a king 

governed according to the Law of Nature, whereas a tyrant 

outraged it. Ideas of law, sovereignty, administration, were 

in the melting pot. A comprehensive political philosophy 

was the need of the tune. The classical concept of the 

Natural Law as the source of all authority, provided the 

common point of departure. But how did the State 

originate? How did the Law of Nature operate so as to 

provide sanction for a secular authority? How was the 

concept of Natural Law to be brought down from the realm 

of metaphysical speculation, and itself be secularised? 

“From a philosophical investigation of these questions, the 

lawyers passed by an inevitable transition to an 

examination of the origin of government, a subject which 

they pursued from their own point of view, as energetically 

as the theologians.”
23

 Hobbes, a contemporary of Grotius, 

produced a comprehensive political philosophy. 

Two conflicting implications were inherent in the old 

notion of Natural Law inherited from the Stoics and 

elaborated by the Roman Jurists. “On the one hand, there 

was a theory of limitations upon human activities imposed 

by Reason in view of human nature, and on the other hand, 

there was a theory of moral qualities inherent in human 

beings, or natural rights, demonstrated by Reason as 

deduced from human nature.”
24

 In the new conception of 

law expounded by the predecessors of Grotius, the two 

theories were mixed up. Grotius cleared up the confusion 

with the argument that the purpose of law was not to limit 

human rights and human activities, but to enable man to act 

on his 

23
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24
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own responsibility. That was a clear break with the 

mediaeval notion of law, which stiffled man's creativeness 

and precluded the responsibility on his part to make moral 

judgments. Grotius held that certain qualities inherent in 

man recognised the Natural Law. “The mother of Natural 

Law is human nature itself. For, the very nature of man, 

which, even if we had no lack of anything, would lead us 

into the mutual relations of society, is the mother of the 

Law of Nature. Among the properties which are pecular to 

man is a desire for society, and not only so, but for a life 

spent tranquilly and rationally. The assertion that by nature 

each seeks only his own advantage cannot be conceded. 

And this tendency to the conservation of society is the 

source of jus or Natural Law. Natural Law would remain if 

there were no God.”
25

 

Grotius went to the extent of saying that the will of God 

was always in addition to the Natural Law; it could never 

contradict the latter. “Just as God cannot make twice two 

not be four, he cannot make that which is intrinsically bad 

not to be bad.” Grotius insists upon the social and rational 

nature of man. Natural Law is founded upon the primitive 

altruistic instinct and also the rational nature of man. By 

implication, Grotius holds that certain things are right and 

others wrong in their own nature, that is, apart from the 

will of God. The doctrine of Natural Law has always been 

based on an appeal to reason; Grotius cleared the concept 

of reason from all mystic and transcendental connotation, 

and defined it as a property of the human mind. Thus, the 

old notion of Natural Law as elaborated by him provided a 

rational method for the making of positive laws for the 

guidance of the political organisation of society. 

Man's age-long struggle for freedom at last brought about 

an eclipse of theology and a quiet disregard for eccles-

stical authority. Aspiration for political liberty became the 

25
 Hugo Grotius, De Jure Belli et Pacts. 
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Jiew incentive of the struggle. There must be a mighty 

revolt against “Voluntary Servitude”. A book bearing this 

title was published by Montaigne, its author, La Boetie, 

having died at the age of thirty-two. The following passage 

quoted from that book breathes the spirit of the age:  

“Wretched and insensate people, enamoured of your misery 

and blind to your interests, you suffer your property to be 

pillaged, your fields devastated, and your houses stripped 

of their goods, and all this by one whom you yourselves 

raised to power, and whose dignity you maintain with your 

lives! Yours arc the many eyes that spy your acts, the many 

hands that strike you, the many feet that trample you in 

dust; all the power with which he injures you is your own. 

From indignities that the beasts themselves would not 

endure, you can free yourselves by simply willing it. 

Resolve to serve no more, and you are free. Think of the 

battles of Miltiades. of Leonidas and of Themistocles, 

which after two-thousand years are as freshly in the minds 

of men as though they were of yesterday. They were 

triumphs not so much of Greece as of liberty..... All other 

goods men will labour to obtain, but to liberty alone they 

are indifferent. Yet, we were all moulded in the same dye, 

all born in freedom as brother?, born too with a love of 

liberty which nothing but our vices has effaced.” 

That spirit of revolt was not compatible with Christianity, 

Catholic or Protestant; indeed, with any religion. It 

proclaimed that man was the master of his destiny. There 

was no supernatural power presiding over his fate. 

Recognition of the right of resistance to despotic power 

became a condition for further human advance. Therefore, 

Grotius and others came to the conclusion that a Christian 

had to choose between liberty and faith; all hopes of liberty 

must be sacrificed by the faithful. The corollary to the 

conclusion was obvious: In quest of freedom, rrfan had left 

behind the age of faith; further advance towards the goal 

was condi- 
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tional upon rejection of the religious mode of thought in 

favour of reason and scientific knowledge. 

By that time, science had come of age; speculative thought 

could be replaced by a philosophy based on positive 

knowledge. Descartes was the architect of the edifice of the 

new philosophy. He developed the method of “Rightly 

Conducting the Reason and Seeking the Truth in the 

Sciences.” This full title of his famous treatise on Method 

clearly indicates the nature of the new philosophy founded 

by Descartes. At last a mathematically sound hypothesis of 

a mechanistic cosmology was set up. The inductive method 

of reasoning—from experience, from the particulars—was 

Francis Bacon's contribution to the new philosophy. He 

also declared that the object of philosophy was to enable 

man to acquire mastery over the forces of nature by means 

of scientific discoveries. He was the first to use the now 

familiar expression “knowledge is power.” Respectfully 

bowing Aristotle out of the place of honour conceded to 

him by orthodox tradition, Bacon held up Democritos, the 

father of Materialism, as the greatest of ancient 

philosophers. Modern thought, was to take up the threads 

of ancient Materialism, relegating the long enough religious 

interlude to the museum of history. 

The philosophy of Hobbes was purely secular. He had no 

use even for metaphysical rationalism. He was an out -and-

out Materialist. Natural Law, for him, was not an abstract 

philosophical concept. The founders of human society were 

not philosophers full of wisdom; they were beast-like 

bipeds with no culture, moved only by the instinct of self-

preservation; that urge eventually welded them together, 

and thus laid the foundation of society. That was not man's 

fall from Grace; that was how Natural Law began 

moulding human life and to dominate the development of 

society—from- savagery to civilisation. 

Brushing aside the whole period of history during which 
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all thinking was more or less mixed up with religion and 

theology, Hobbes went all the way back to the Epicurean 

tradition, to discover the stable basis for a really secular 

philosophy. While an exile in Paris, he met Gassendi who 

had revived the latest and the most positive achievement of 

the ancient Greek civilisation. While Christian theology 

appropriated the philosophy of Aristotle, Epicures was 

practically forgotten. Gassendi was a physicist, and was 

fully equipped with a knowledge of all the systems of 

naturalist philosophy which had been developed in ancient 

Greece. Therefore, he could “embrace with a sure glance 

exactly what was best suited to modern times and to the 

empirical tendency of his age.”
26

 

Gassendi not only rescued ancient atomism, but showed 

that, though a pagan (so also was Aristotle), Epicuros was 

the purest moralist of all ancient philosophers. To revive 

the Epicurean tradition was an extremely difficult task. 

Practically all the works of Epicuros were destsroyed, and 

lie had for centuries been the object of gross 

misrepresentation and shameless calumny. His entire 

philosophy had to be reconstructed from one reliable 

source—the famous poem De Rerum Naturae by Lucretius, 

written in the last century before Christ. Gassendi 

introduced Lucretius to the scholars of his time. Born 

during the period of the civil war in Rome, when 

everything was in the most unstable and chaotic condition, 

the poet sought for some meaning of life and found it only 

in the philosophy of Epicuros. The essence of the 

Epicurean philosophy is set forth in the very beginning of 

the poem. 

“When human life to view lay foully prostrate upon earth, 

crushed down under the weight of religion, who showed 

her head from the quarters of heaven with hideous aspect 

lowering upon mortals, a man of Greece ventured first to 

lift up his mortal eyes to her face, and first with- 

26
 A. Lange, History of Materialism. 
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stand her to her face. Him neither story of gods, nor 

thunderbolts, nor heaven with threatening roar, could quell, 

but only stirred up the more—the eager courage of his soul, 

filling him with desire to be the first to burst the fast bars of 

Nature's portals.”
27

 

Beginning as the naturalism of the early physicists, Greek 

philosophy, having gone through several stages of 

metaphysical development, culminated in the Materialism 

of Epicures, who held that deliverance from the degrading 

influence of religion was the aim of philosophy. Therefore, 

when in quest of freedom man ultimately revolted against 

God, he found inspiration only in the liberating tradition of 

the Epicurean philosophy, which had improved upon 

ancient naturalism by showing that the law-governed 

Universe made room for individual freedom, and by 

incorporating in it a system of ethics which required no 

metaphysical sanction. Lucretius describes the Epicurean 

view of the evolution of man from his primitive state:  

“Hardened against frost and heat, they lived, like the 

animals, without any agricultural arts. The fruitful soil 

offered them spontaneously streams and springs. They 

dwelt in forests and caves without morality or law. The use 

of fire and even a clothing of skins were unknown. In their 

contests with the wild animals, they generally conquered, 

and were pursued by few only. Gradually, they learned to 

build huts, to prepare the soil for crops and the use of fire; 

the ties of family life were formed and men began to grow 

more gentle. Friendship grew up between neighbours, 

mercy to women and children was introduced, and though 

^perfect harmony might not yet reign, yet, for the most 

part, men lived in peace with one another.” 

Here is undoubtedly the picture of the origin of human 

society, which became the foundation of the political 

philosophy of Hobbes. Philosophically an avowed 

Materialist, 

27
 Lucretius, De Rerum Naturae (Monro's translation). 
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Hobbes reaches his idea of the origin of the State with the 

following remarkable arguments:  

“Nature, the art whereby God hath made and governs the 

world, is by the art of man, as in many other things, so in 

this also, imitated, that it can make an artificial animal. For 

seeing life is but a motion of limbs, the beginning whereof 

is in some principal part within; why may we not say that 

all automata have an artificial life? What is the heart but a 

spring, and the nerves, but so many strings; and the joints, 

but so many wheels, giving motion to the whole body, such 

as was intended by the artificer? Art goes yet further, 

imitating that rational and most excellent work of nature, 

man. For by art is created that great Leviathan called a 

Commonwealth or State, in Latin, civiias, which is but an 

artificial man, though of greater stature and strength than 

the natural, for whose protection and defence it was 

intended; and in which the sovereignty is an artificial soul, 

as giving life and motion to the whole body.”
28

 

The description of the natural “state of man led to a 

contradiction. Nature has made men equal in faculties of 

the body and mind.” From this equality of ability ariseth 

equality of hope in the attaining of our ends. If two men 

desire the same thing, which nevertheless they cannot both 

enjoy, they become enemies; and, in the way to their end, 

which is principally their own conservation and sometimes 

their delectation only, endeavour to destroy and subdue one 

another. “These pessimistic conclusions are wrongly, 

drawn from a realistic analysis of the equality of men in the 

state of nature. It is done to explain the necessity of laws, 

and political organisation of society. Hobbes finds the 

solution of an artificially created problem in the operation 

of the Natural Law.” The passions that incline men to peace 

are fear and death, desire of such things as are necessary to 

28
 Hobbes, Leviathan. 
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commodious living, and a hope, by their industry, to obtain 

them. And reason suggesteth convenient articles of peace 

upon which men may be drawn to agreement. These 

articles are they which otherwise are called the Laws of 

Nature.” 

Then Hobbes proceeds to explain terms: Natural right 

means the liberty of each man to use his own power for the 

preservation of his life. Liberty is the absence of external 

impediments which often deprive man of the power to do 

what he would. And “a law of nature is a precept or general 

rule found out by reason by which a man is forbidden to do 

that which is destructive of his life.” But the otherwise 

logically consistent philosophy of Hobbes remained 

vitiated by a fallacy. It was the inability to reconcile 

freedom of will with the mechanistic view of life. Once it is 

shown, as Hobbes did following Epicures, that society was 

the creation of man, that man was not created by God to 

fulfil any divine design, man's creativeness logically 

follows; and creativeness presupposes will. But scientific 

knowledge was not yet advanced enough. Astronomy and 

physics had established a plausible hypothesis of 

mechanistic cosmology, which could embrace man as an 

“automaton”. But the science of man was still to rise to 

explain the structure and the function of the highest 

organism. The potentialities of man as the embodiment of a 

sovereign power were not understood until biology 

developed to the extent of annexing psychology to its 

domain. Only then was the relation between will and 

reason revealed, and a flawless materialist phiolsophy 

became possible. 

In the seventeenth century, when the ideological 

foundation of the modern civilisation and culture were 

laid, a harmony of Humanism and a materialist cosmology 

(naturalism) could be found in the Epicurean tradition. By 

freeing atomism of its original naivety, Epicuros made 

room for individual freedom in a law-governed Universe, 

in a 
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world obeying the laws of nature. The Epicurean view as 

described by Lucretius was an anticipation of the doctrine 

of natural selection in the physical world. 

“For verily not by design did the first beginnings of things 

station themselves each in its right place, guided by keen-

sighted intelligence, nor did they bargain, sooth to say, 

what motions each should assume, but because many in 

number, and shifting about in many ways throughout the 

Universe, they are driven and tormented by blows during 

infinite time past; after trying motions and unions of every 

kind, at length they fall into arrangements such as those out 

of which this our sum of things has formed, and by which 

too it is preserved through many great years, when once it 

has been thrown into the appropriate motions, and causes 

the streams to replenish the greedy sea with copious river 

waters, and the earth, fostered by the heat of the sun, to 

renew its produce, and the race of living things to come up 

and flourish, and the gliding fires of either to live.”
29

 

On the threshold of the modern times, man was again 

confronted with the same problems as of old—the 

problems of his own being and becoming in the context of 

his surroundings, physical as well as social. Without 

understanding the natural phenomena which provided the 

background of his physical being, he could not harness 

them for his benefit and thus succeed in the struggle for 

existence. How to acquire the knowledge of nature so as to 

have the power to master it? The society and State, created 

by man for carrying on the struggle for existence more 

successfully, should not deprive him of his natural 

freedom. How should social and political relations be 

regulated so that they might serve the purpose of helping 

man attain greater and greater freedom instead of making 

an automaton out of him? 

The intellectual life of the classical antiquity culmi- 

—————————— 

29
 Lucretius, Ibid. 
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nated in the Epicurean revolt against natural religion. The 

subsequent revolt of man known as the Renaissance drew 

inspiration from that spiritual tradition. Then began a new 

stage of intellectual development, a new adventure of ideas. 

Ultimately, institutionalised Christianity, Catholic as well 

as Protestant, was eclipsed by the revival of naturalism, 

reinforced by the newly acquired scientific knowledge. The 

incentive for that new achievement of human creativeness 

was provided by the idea of the Natural Law, which 

replaced the religious belief in a creator or the mystic 

notion of a teleological order ordained by a divine 

Providence. The laws of the order of nature could be 

discovered and understood. They need no longer be 

ascribed to any supernatural agency beyond the control of 

man; and society, being also a creation of man, could be so 

administered as to serve the purpose of man, the purpose 

being attainment of freedom. 
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CHAPTER VII 

BIRTH OF MODERN PHILOSOPHY 

EVER since the intellectual Renaissance of the twelfth 

century, theology had been steadily undermined by 

scholastic rationalism. But its imposing structure did not 

begin to crumble until the rise of a mechanistic cosmology. 

Metaphysical rationalism had been completely absorbed in 

the science of God by the genius of Albertus Magnus and 

his greater disciple Thomas Aquinas. In the early thirteenth 

century, the University of Paris was the breeding ground of 

free thought, which threatened to pass beyond the limits of 

theology. Peter Abelard, the earliest harbinger of the 

Renaissance, had presumed to explain the mystery of the 

Trinity, and dared to submit all things in heaven and earth 

to the test of human reason. Subsequently, scholastic 

rationalism moved farther away from theology and tended 

towards philosophy under the impact of “new Aristotle” 

introduced in Western Europe by the secular Arab thinkers. 

Averroes' interpretation of “the philosopher”, which 

dominated the schools of the West for two centuries, 

emphasised and developed the most anti-Christian elements 

in his teachings, such as the eternity of matter, the unity of 

active intellect and the negation of individual immortality. 

The traditional study of Logic was superceded by that of 

Physics, De Anima and parts of Metaphysic. Natural 

philosophy penetrated the strongholds of super-naturalism, 

and challenged the supremacy of theology. 

Orthodox schoolmen unsuccessfully struggled against the 

Arabian Aristotle until Albertus Magnus smuggled in 

“Averroeist heresy” on the authority of Aristotle dressed in 

Christian garb. European intellect had been so very deeply 

influenced by the Arab rationalist thought that even 

11 
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Thomas Aquinas was compelled to differentiate philosophy 

from theology, thus vindicating the earlier heretic, Abelard. 

Finally, on the authority of the two greatest Christian 

scholars and thinkers of the Middle-Age, scholastic 

rationalism received the stamp of orthodoxy. A clear line 

was drawn between natural and revealed religion, between 

truth which could be established by human reason and the 

transcendental truth which was to be revealed only by the 

grace of God. Significantly enough, even that region of 

super-naturalism was thrown open to reason, to the extent 

of examining the self-consistency of authority. That was a 

veritable revolution in the realm of human thought. 

“Hitherto philosophy had been either an avowed foe or a 

dangerous and suspected ally. By the genius of the great 

Dominicans (Albertus Magnus and Thomas Aquinas), all 

that was (potentially) Christian or not un-Christian in 

Aristotle was woven into the very substance and texture of 

what was henceforth more and more to grow into the 

accredited theology of the Catholic Church. The content of 

the whole philosophy of the pagan philosopher, including 

even his great treatise on ethics, are embodied in the 

Summa Theologiae. The grand conviction that religion is 

rational and that reason is divine, that all knowledge and all 

truth, from whatever source derived, must be capable of 

harmonious adjustment—of that conviction the Summa 

remains a magnificent monument, still, on some points, not 

wholly useless as a help to the rationalisation of Christian 

belief.”
1
 

Modern philosophy thus was not born on a particular date, 

or even in a clearly demarcated short period, as the  

1
 Dean Hastings Rashdall. The Universities of Mediaeval 

Europe Vol. 1. pp. 368-9. 

As for example, the neo-Thomism of our time. “Philosophy 

is the highest of human sciences, that is, of the sciences 

which know things by the natural licht of reasons. But there 

is a science above it; it is theology. The word theology 

means the science of God.” (Jacques Maritain, An 

Introduction to Philosophy) 
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ideology of a rising class. Its growth, indeed, was a 

dialectic process; but it was a process of dynamics, not of 

mechanics—of internal motion, not of any external impact. 

It was a continuous process of intellectual unfoldment; 

there were interruptions, but no break. Rationalism as well 

as naturalism, born of the adolescence of human spirit, did 

not die out even in the dark age of Christian bigotry; 

thereafter, matured in the Schools of mediaeval learning, 

under the terrifying tutelage of theology, they blossomed 

forth, one in the springtide of the intellectual Renaissance 

of the twelfth century, and the other in the great humanist 

resurgence. Ultimately, the two apparently divergent 

currents of man's spiritual energy merged into the modern 

philosophy. 

Throughout the Middle-Ages, the study of cosmology, 

astronomy, physics and mathematics was pursued by 

obscure scholars.
2
 The intellectual life of that time was not 

“an age-long weary orgy of barren chatter interrupted by 

the orderly arguments of a few men of genius who are as 

isolated as they are great, but a process of incessant 

wisdom and folly with distinguishable lines of development 

in it, a process which did not come to a sudden close on the 

appearance of Erasmus and Luther, nor linger fruitlessly in 

obsolete schools, but threw up ideas and ways of thought 

and speech which have profoundly influenced science and 

philosophy of the modern world. The change which began 

to pass over the schools of France in the eleventh century, 

and culminated in the great intellectual Renaissance of the 

following age, was but an effort of that general 

revivification of the human spirit which should be 

recognised as constituting an epoch in the history of 

European civilisation not less momentous than the 

Reformation or the French Revolution.”
3
 

2
 See Lynn Thorndike, A History of Magic and 

Experimental Science; 

Charles H. Hoskins, Studies in the History of Mediaeval 

Science; and William C. D. Dampier, A History of Science. 

3
 Rashdall, The Universities of Mediaeval Europe. 
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On the other hand, having grown out of that background of 

a continuous intellectual unfoldment, under so very 

different conditions, modern philosophy naturally carried 

the ballast of mediaeval tradition in the metaphysical 

rationalism of its founder. At the same time, the success of 

Descartes' mission of liberating philosophy from the 

tutelage of theology
4
 was possible only thanks to the 

epoch-making discoveries of Copernicus, Kepler and 

Galileo. With the appearance of those pioneers of scientific 

(mechanistic) naturalism, the Renaissance assumed an 

independent character. The fifteenth century was a period 

of transition. The great Humanists of that period heralded 

the coming, of a new era on the authority of ancient 

traditions. With the rise of modern science, the Renaissance 

outgrew its revivalist character. The new era was to be 

really new, inspired by a new philosophy which combined 

rationalist tradition with naturalism reinvigorated by 

modern science; “The sixteenth century marks its place in 

history as the century of revolutions; it not only broke the 

chain which bound Europe to Rome; it also broke the chain 

which bound philosophy to scholasticism. It set human 

reason free; it proclaimed the liberty of thought and 

action.”
5 

* * *  

The doctrine of Natural Law liberated human spirit from 

the fetters of the venerable dogmas of religion and the 

awe-inspiring authority of theology. The law-governed 

Universe of Christian teleology was ruled by super-natural 

laws given by God who had originally created a cosmos 

out of chaos. At the close of the Middle-Ages Nature 

replaced God; but at the same time the Natural Law 

deprived man of the limited degree of freedom conceded 

to him by 

4
 “In the seventeenth century, the Cartesian reform 

resulted in the severence of philosophy from theology, the 

refusal to recognise the rightful control of theology and its 

function as a negative rule in respect of philosophy.” 

(Maritain, Introduction to Philosophy). 

5
 Lewes, History of Philosophy. 
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religion. Man's soul, after all, was a spark of the divine 

light. Christianity granted a free will to man, though it was 

freedom only to commit sin so that his soul could be 

redeemed by Grace. Modern philosophy, as it crystallised 

with Bacon, Hobbes and Descartes, was confronted with 

the problem of reconciling, on the one hand, a rationalist 

metaphysics with a mechanistic cosmology, human reason 

with physical nature and, on the other hand, the idea of 

freedom with the concept of necessity. The naturalist 

Humanism of the Renaissance appeared to be in conflict 

with the mechanistic naturalism of science, and the latter 

with the sovereignty of human reason and freedom of 

human will, although all of them united in challenging the 

tyranny of theology. To put it differently, the problem was 

to harmonise human reason, including will, with physical 

determinism. All the traditional concepts, the old patterns 

of thought, were thus in the melting pot. 

The Cartesian method of doubting everything was certainly 

the only way out of the apparent confusion. In that sense, 

Descartes may be called the founder of modern philosophy, 

although, in the last analysis, the spirit of the new «ra was 

represented more truly by Bacon's empiricism (inductive 

logic) and Hobbes' determinism than by Descartes' 

rationalist metaphysics. However, the genius of all the 

three taken together raised philosophy to the independent 

status of a system of human knowledge, of nature and 

man's relation with it. Breaking away from super-

naturalism, modern philosophy set human spirit free; an 

exhilarating perspective of newer and greater adventures of 

ideas was opened up before the daring vision of the 

spiritually free man.
6
 

6
 In the modest disguise of the faithful, Bacon went to the 

extent of suggesting that venerable superstitions should be 

subjected to the test of human reason. “I have always 

thought that the two questions of the” existence of God and 

the nature of the soul were the chief of those (questions) 

which ought to be demonstrated rather by philosophy than 

by 
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The fundamental problem which faced modern philosophy 

at its birth, the problem of the relation between thought and 

being, is as old as philosophy itself. Even before the 

resurgence of humanist naturalism, the old question of 

philosophy was revived by the schoolmen of the twelfth 

and thirteenth centuries, who tried to reconcile theology 

with rationalism. In course of time, the selfsame problem 

was differently formulated; it was posed as the question of 

the relation of human thought about the world with the 

world itself: Can the human mind really know the world? 

Do man's notions and perceptions contain a picture of the 

reality? Ancient naturalism had been concerned chiefly 

with the reality of the Universe. Descartes combined the 

study of the physical Universe with an analysis of the 

human mind; modern philosophy thus was to be reared 

upon the twin-pillars of physics and psychology. 

“The question regarding the relation of thought to being, of 

the spirit to the nature, the highest question of philosophy, 

has its roots, no less than religion, in the ignorant notions 

of man in the state of barbarism. But this question can be 

put in the sharpest form, and in all its significance, only 

after the European people has emerged from the long 

winter slumber of the Christian Middles-Ages.”
8
 That 

would be a very correct appreciation of the genesis of the 

dualist fallacy, and a sound observation about the birth of 

modern philosophy, if the last phrase was re-writeen as 

follows: after the resurrection of science or the rise of 

modern science. 

As a matter of fact, the modern philosophy of the Cartesian 

school suffered from the dualist fallacy, because the 

science of life and mind still lagged behind, while  

 

theology, for, although it is sufficient for us, the faithful, to 

believe in God, and that the soul does not perish with the 

body, it certainly does not seem possible ever to persuade 

the infidel unless we first prove to them, these two things 

by natural reason.” 

8
 Frederick Engels, Feuerbach. 
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mathematics, physics and astronomy forged ahead. The 

problem of dualism, which baffled philosophy in the 

seventeenth century, resulted from the uneven development 

of science. In the last analysis, it was the old dichotomy of 

matter and mind, which was finally resolved in Spinoza's 

unitary system, but still on the basis of metaphysical 

rationalism. 

Reason was not humanised; it was not placed in the context 

of physical nature accessible to human understanding until 

modern philosophy was reinforced by psychological 

doctrines deduced from the physiological and generally 

biological enquiries of Hartley, Erasmus Darwin, de Tracy 

and Cabanis. Then, the anomaly which had faced human 

intellect just when modern philosophy liberated it from the 

authority of super-naturalism and tyranny of theology—the 

anomaly of Nature replacing God, but Natural Law 

depriving man of all freedom—disappeared like mist on 

the rising of the sun. The mathematical rigour of Spinoza's 

rationalism (deductive method) placed man, with his mind, 

theoretically in the unitary scheme of nature. In his 

monistic system, the apparent contradiction between 

Natural Law and human will disappeared; because both 

could be referred back to a common origin, reduced to a 

common denominator. 

Before long, the rationally conceived theory of man's 

relation to nature was empirically verified by psychological 

enquiries and physiological researches. Man being an 

integral part of nature, his will to freedom is a natural urge 

—a manifestation of the Natural Law. There is no 

contradiction between reason and will; on the other hand, a 

rationalist metaphysics and a mechanistic cosmology can 

be harmonised in a monistic philosophical system. Human 

reason is a continuation of the reason in nature—the 

Natural Law, which is not a transcendental metaphysical 

concept, but an abstraction from the experience that 

physical pro- 
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cesses are determined. The corollary is a reconciliation of 

the concept of necessity and urge for freedom, the latter 

being a specific expression of the Natural Law in the 

animate world. Ultimately, absolved of the original sin of 

ignorance, and freed from the mediaeval ballast of 

superstition, the native rationality of human nature realised 

itself in romanticism—the belief in man's unlimited 

creativeness, man's belief in himself. 

The Cartesian system, notwithstanding all its defects, 

particularly its dualist fallacy, orientated human spirit to 

that direction of the liberty of thought and action.
9
 

Therefore, Descartes has gone down in history as the 

founder of modern philosophy, which ushered in the new 

era heralded by the naturalist Humanism of the 

Renaissance. “Rene' Descartes is usually considered the 

founder of modern philo-isophy, and, I think, rightly. He is 

the first man of high philosophic capacity whose outlook is 

profoundly affected by the new physics and astronomy. 

While it is true that he retains much of scholasticism, he 

does not accept foundations laid by predecessors, but 

endeavours to construct the complete philosophic edifice de 

novo. This had not happened since Aristotle, and is a sign 

of the new self-confidence that resulted from the progress 

of science. There is a freshness about his work that is not to 

be found in any eminent previous philosopher since 

Plato.”
10

 

Descartes has been described as “a partaker of the modern 

spirit” in the full sense of the term, because he was a 

product of the Reformation as well as of the Renaissance, 

having combined the conflicting tendencies represented by 

such diverse personalities as Erasmus, Bacon and Luther.
11

 

9
 “It was reserved for the first half of the seventeenth 

century to reap in the sphere of philosophy the ripe fruits 

of the great emancipation which the Renaissance had 

secured in turn for the most various departments of man's 

intellectual life.” (A. Lange, History of Materialism). 

10 
Bertrand Russell, History of Western Philosophy. 

11
 See Encyclopedia Britannica, 13th Edition. 
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That view of Descartes' historical heritage and cultural 

background is based on the still prevailing error as regards 

the respective movements of thought. Erasmus and Luther 

did not leave a joint legacy for Descartes to inherit; nor 

could he be true to the tradition of one as well as of the 

other, and yet be the founder of modern philosophy entirely 

independent of theology.
12

 

Descartes was the embodiment par excellence of the 

modern spirit, because not only did he completely break 

with the wrong notions of the past,
13

 but his genius 

penetrated deeper into the future than he himself realised or 

his conventional interpreters have done even to-day. 

Descartes conceived philosophy as the universal science, 

and, in his opinion, physics was the foundation of all 

sciences. The Cartesian philosophy co-ordinated physics 

with mathematics, and applied physics to physiology. Thus, 

it was a promising approach to the fundamental problem of 

the relation of man to nature, and also to the more difficult 

problem of man knowing himself. Descartes' scientific 

thinking, as distinct from his rationalist metaphysical 

speculations which could not quite outgrow an atavistic 

tendency, contained the bold suggestion that man is an 

integral part of the physical nature, and only as such can he 

have the 

12 “In the seventeenth century, the Cartesian reform resulted in the 

severence of philosophy from theology, the refusal to recognise the 

rightful control of theology and its function as a negative rule in 
respect of philosophy. This was tantamount to denying that theology is 

a science, or anything more than a mere practical discipline, and to 

claiming that philosophy, or human wisdom, is the absolutely 

sovereign science which admits no other superior to itself. Thus, in 

spite of the religious beliefs of Descartes himself, Cartesianism 

introduced the principle of rationalist philosophy which denies God the 

right to make known by revelation truths which excede the natural 

scope of reason.” (Maritain, An Introduction to Philosophy). 

13 “Several years have now elapsed since I first became aware that I 

had accepted even from my youth many false opinions for true, and 

that consequently what I afterwards based on such principles, was 
highly doubtful. And from that time, I was convinced of the necessity 

of understanding once in my life to rid myself of all the opinions I had 

adopted, and of commencing anew the work of building from the 

foundation.” (Meditations). 
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knowledge of the truth of his being and becoming. If the 

laws of physics, that is to say, of the inanimate world, were 

applicable to the internal functions of biological organisms, 

then there could be no hiatus between the living and the 

non-living. The Cartesian psycho-physical parallelism 

resulted from the arbitrary postulate of a “rational soul” 

superimposed on the fully mechanistic biological organism 

of man. To that extent, the ghost of scholasticism was still 

haunting the founder of modern philosophy. Nevertheless, 

in the Cartesian philosophy, soul is even less immaterial 

than in Aristotle's naturalism. The adjective rational is of 

supreme importance. Yet, precisely that would be the 

source of ambiguity, so long as the concept of reason 

remained veiled in mystery. But on that point also, 

Descartes' ideas contained the light to penetrate the veil. 

In the Cartesian system, the abstract concept of the Natural 

Law is concretised as the coherence and expression of the 

invariant relations of the physical world; and, on the other 

hand, the metaphysical concept of rationality also received 

a human content. By coordinating a rationalist metaphysics 

with a physically deterministic naturalism, Descartes 

prepared the ground for the rise of a really new-philosophy. 

It was like a mutation in the evolution o£ thought. It 

changed the outlook of man fundamentally: the world is a 

cosmos, but not a teleological order serving an inscrutable 

divine purpose; on the other hand, man is a rational being 

possessed of the capacity to acquire knowledge of the 

mechanism of nature, of his relation with it, and, thanks to 

that ever growing knowledge, gain power
14

 to mould the 

world according to his will and consequently hold his 

destiny in his own hand. That is the romantic view of life, 

which places man, himself a process of becoming, 

imbedded in the self-contained and self-governed scheme 

of 

14
 The co-founder of modern philosophy, Francis Bacon, 

for the first time used the phrase “knowledge is power.” 
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Nature, in the centre of the world, to create new worlds, 

social as well as conceptual, out of the available material 

provided by Nature. It is romanticism, not mystic and 

dreamy, but naturalist in the scientific sense. 

In order to formulate a philosophy as the universal science, 

Descartes had to revolutionise the conception of science 

prevailing in his time. Science was as yet too undeveloped 

to be so universalised as to be identical with philosophy; 

nor could it even build up an abstract theoretical system 

mathematically deduced from empirical propositions. The 

pioneering efforts to acquire knowledge of the various 

aspects of nature had to be made empirically, by the 

humdrum method of observation and experiment, by the 

patience of modest men. Descartes' impetuosity, therefore, 

was premature; it preferred mathematical reasoning to 

empiricism
15

 which was essential for laying down a solid 

and reliable foundation of objective knowledge for a 

scientific theoretical structure of profound philosophical 

significance. Nevertheless, Descartes' impetuousity placed 

before man's intellect an inspiring vision. He compared 

science to a tree; metaphysics is the root; physics, the 

trunk; and mechanics, medicine and morals are the three 

main branches, being the respective application of man's 

knowledge to nature, the human body and human 

behaviour. 

The Principles of Philosophy, which contains Descartes' 

scientific ideas, was the last to be published of his three 

main works. But it was the first to be written, substantially, 

and an outline of it was published in 1637 (before the 

publication of Discourse and Meditations) with the object 

of making “some general observations which, under an 

appearance of simplicity, might sow the good seed of more 

adequate ideas 

15
 Descartes did not altogether neglect the method of 

observation and experiment. He worked hard on refraction 

and carried on anatomical research to prove that 

imagination and memory were physical processes. Proudly 

he used to show to his visitors dissected animal heads and 

called them more important than books. 
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on the world and man”. The book was anonymously 

published under the title Philosophical Essays. But it 

carried a sub-title describing its contents:  “Project of a 

Universal Science capable of raising our nature to its 

highest perfection, wherein the most curious matters which 

the author select as a proof of the universal science, which 

he proposes, are explained in such a way that even the 

unlearned may understand them.” 

The desire to democratise science and philosophy was 

inherent in the spirit of modernism, which ushered in the 

era of democracy.
16

 But during the following centuries of 

phenomenal expansion of scientific knowledge and the 

consequent enrichment of philosophy, Descartes' admirable 

democratic desire was forgotten. Empirical research and 

elaboration of theories necessarily led to extreme 

specialisation, excluding general participation in scientific 

knowledge. To philosophise also became the privilege of 

an e'lite. To an extent, that line of intellectual progress, 

contradictory to the democratic desire of Descartes, could 

not be avoided. Nevertheless, had all the scientists and 

philosophers of the centuries of enlightenment and great 

scientific achievements felt it keenly enough, Descartes' 

ambition to democratise intellectual life could be realised. 

The widest possible dissemination of scientific knowledge 

and philosophical thought might have made a reality of 

democracy. Fulfilment of the desire of Descartes still 

remains a fundamental necessity of an all-round social 

development. Except on the basis of a democratisation of 

knowledge and rational thought, democracy is not possible. 

16
 “Descartes, in addition to the vast intrinsic value of his 

works, had the immense merit of doing more than any 

previous writer to divorce philosophy from erudition, and 

to make it an appeal to the reasoning power of ordinary 

men........ Descartes more than any one else was the author 

of what may be called the democratic character of 

philosophy, and 'this is not the least of his merits.” (W. E. 

R. Lecky, The Rise of Rationalism in Europe). 



 173

BIRTH OF MODERN PHILOSOPHY 175 

Descartes' method answers the question: How is 

intelligence, as distinct from erudition, possible? He was 

constantly trying to fight down his scholastic atavism. 

“There is no question more important to solve than that of 

knowing what human knowledge is and how far it extends. 

The first thing to know is intellect, because on it depends 

knowledge of all other things.”
17

 Imagination and memory 

are the other two or three sources of knowledge. Descartes 

often identified sense perceptions (sensual data) with 

memory. But the knowledge acquired only from these 

sources is obscure, fragmentary and incoherent; therefore, 

they are likely to lead astray unless the data provided by 

them were subjected to the judgment of intellect, which 

alone is capable of discriminating between truth and error. 

Cartesian intellect is evidently identical with rationality. 

Descartes' extreme scepticism was very useful in liberating 

human intelligence from the paralysing bondage of 

tradition and authority. But the fallacious dictum: Cogito, 

ergo sum made for subjective Idealism, which clouded 

man's vision, opened up at the birth of the modern 

philosophy, and prepared a psychological atmosphere 

congenial for the religious revivalism of Berkeley, which 

confused philosophy for a long time to come. The 

confusion still persists, to be cleared so that the grand 

vision of man's freedom and human creativeness may be 

restored to dissipate the mist heavily hanging over the 

present, and to penetrate the darkness of the future. 

The motto—Cogito, ergo sum—at the same time could be 

interpreted as a humanist dictum. Attaching the supreme 

importance to human reason and human judgment, it 

placed man at the centre of the world. Man's being was 

made dependent on himself. The corollary was his power 

to mould and control his becoming. Man became the 

master 

17
Discourse. 
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of his destiny. Cartesian rationalism was developed by the 

more illustrious of his immediate followers (Spinoza and 

the French Encyclopedists) and later on by a whole 

succession of philosophers. 

Descartes' analytical geometry and the theory of vortices 

established the mechanistic cosmology. It was a hypothesis 

freed from the fallacy of action at a distance, which had 

been solved in ancient atomism in a childishly arbitrary 

manner. While the philosophical implications of the 

hypotheses of Cartesian physics were very far-reaching, in 

the field of scientific enquiry they were equally pregnant 

with great possibilities. They anticipated, perhaps 

Descartes himself not realising it, the basic concepts of 

twentieth century physics, namely, multi-dimensional 

space and all-pervasive substance. Descartes conceived 

weight and velocity as dimensions of matter, like length, 

breadth and depth. “By dimensions I understand not 

precisely the mode and aspect according to which a subject 

is considered to be measurable. Thus, it is not merely the 

case that length, breadth and depth are dimensions, but 

weight also is a dimension in terms of which the heaviness 

of an object is estimated. So too velocity is a dimension of 

motion, and there are infinite numbers of similar 

instances.”
18

 

Cartesian analytical geometry tended towards the concept 

of non-Euclidean space, and clearly realised the relativity 

of motion. Descartes rejected “the vulgar conception of 

motion as the action by which anybody passes from one 

place to another”, and defined motion as “the transference 

of one part of matter or one body from the vicinity of those 

bodies that are in immediate contact with it, and which we 

regard as in repose, into the vicinity of others.”
19

 

This definition of motion anticipates in an embryonic form 

Einstein's Physical Principle of Relativity. Descartes 

18
Principles of Philosophy. . 

19
Ibid. 
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went even further and rejected the notion that fixed location 

is a categorical imperative of physics. Only in relation to a 

system of arbitrarily chosen co-ordinates can any point be 

called fixed. Together with motion, place was also a 

relative concept. Read time and space instead of motion 

and place, to realise how far Descartes' geometrical and 

physical ideas approximated those of our time. He 

declared: “I deny the movement of the earth more carefully 

than Copernicus and more truthfully than Ticho.”
20

 If he 

really disagreed with the pioneers of modern physics and 

astronomy, that was because he agreed with Einstein, in 

anticipation. Perhaps the enigmatic statement was dictated 

by caution—to escape the long arm of militant sacerdotal 

authority. But it contained a very large grain of truth, which 

was not discovered until the beginning of the twentieth 

century: that no body is ever at rest, except in relation to 

other moving bodies. In relation to the sun, the earth is 

moving; but with reference to a system of coordinates in 

the space surrounding it, the earth can be regarded as 

stationary. 

Descartes' “first matter” is all-pervasive, like the later 

concept of ether. This bold hypothesis enabled him to do 

away with metaphysical devices for making things 

happen, such as Galileo's “force” or “attraction”, and 

Kepler's “active power”. And the hypothesis was borne 

out by the empirical concept of the relativity of motion. 

For the insoluble fallacy of action at a distance, Descartes 

rejects atomism, and conceives space as absolutely full. 

The traditional concept of space as an ultimate category 

quietly disappears, and physical space, the space of 

analytical geometry, becomes coincident with the all-

pervasive “first matter”, as a measurable function of the 

latter. Descartes rejects the notion of void space with the 

argument that the essence of substance being extension, 

wherever there is exten- 

20
 Principles. 
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sion, there is substance. The problem of action at a distance 

is solved by one stroke of ingenuity and bold thinking. 

The substance which fills the space is composed of angular 

particles. The mass of matter is in motion. The angular 

particles are ground into spherical shapes. The particles 

rubbed off in the process constitute a more subtle kind of 

matter. The first kind goes into the constitution of 

luminous bodies like the sun and stars. There is still a third 

kind of coarser matter, less fitted for motion; it constitutes 

the opaque bodies—earths and planets. The second 

category of matter is the transparent substance of the sky. 

The motion of matter takes the form of revolving circular 

currents. Thus originate the famous vortices of Descartes. 

The coarser matter collects at the centre of a vortex, while 

the finer kinds surround it. The emission of light is their 

centrifugal motion; and the planets are carried round the 

suns by the motion of the vortices. 

That is Descartes' theory of vortices which, in his 

mechanistic cosmology, supplants atomism. Full of naive 

and ad hoc suppositions, the theory nevertheless contains 

significant pointers of far-reaching implications. For 

instance, the formation of vortices, and their marking the 

stage at which the amorphous mass of the primordial stuff 

is differentiated, bears a striking resemblance to the “wave-

packets” of the New Quantum Theory—electrons 

appearing out of the background of the field of vibratory 

motion, as groups of concentric waves. Then the all-

pervasive substance being self-moving, indeed it being 

virtually identical with motion, the necessity of postulating 

an impulse coming from outside, or a prime mover, is 

eliminated. The conception of an all-pervading substance is 

free from the obvious fallacies of atomism, one of them 

being incompatibility with the idea of infinity, and any 

compromise of that idea makes room for the unknown and 

unknowable; consequently, mysticism creeps back into 

cosmology; natural philosophy becomes 
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mystic and metaphysical, if not out and out religious. A 

self-moving, all-pervasive substance, on the contrary, can 

be infinitely extended, because it does not require any 

beyond or outside as the source of the original impulse or 

the seat of the prime mover. 

Therefore, Descartes' mentioning God as the final cause of 

all movement is entirely gratuitous. While Newton's deus 

ex machina was superfluous, Descartes' God was 

inadmissible by the logic of his physical theory. He 

“expressly explained the movement of the particles as well 

as those of bodies out of mere conduction, according to the 

law of mechanical impact. He named, indeed, the universal 

cause of all movements, God; but all bodies, according to 

him, are subject to a particular motion, and every natural 

phenomenon consists without distinction of the organic or 

inorganic, merely of the conduction of motion of one body 

to another; and then all mystical explanations of nature 

were set aside at once.”
21

 

Though fully convinced that his cosmological hypothesis 

would be pragmatically confirmed, distrust for empiricism 

nevertheless induced Descartes to attach greater 

importance to the rational solution of metaphysical 

problems. There again, his scholastic atavism made itself 

felt. Eager to combat scholasticism successfully, he 

presumably believed that the most effective method would 

be to meet the foe on his ground and fight him with his 

weapons, pay him in his own coin, so to say. But it was 

not altogether a practical consideration which influenced 

Descartes' thinking. Primarily a rationalist, he believed 

that the foundation of his new philosophy must be a sound 

metaphysics. His attempt revealed the fallacy of 

metaphysical rationalism. He did start with the intention 

of founding a materialist metaphysics. Even after laying 

special emphasis on the priority of mind, he merged it into 

the body.
22

 The mind “has 

21
 A Lange, History of Materialism. 

22
 “It was of the utmost importance for the whole 

subsequent develop- 

12 



 178

178 REASON, ROMANTICISM AND REVOLUTION 

no relation to extension nor dimension; it does not occupy 

any space; yet it is really joined to the whole body, and we 

cannot say that it exists in any one of its parts to the 

exclusion of others. It radiates forth through all the 

remainder of the body by means of animal spirits, nerves 

and even the blood.”
23

 As against such a clear tendency 

towards a materialist metaphysics, Descartes' final appeal 

to God was out of tune with the spirit of the time which he 

embodied so largely. It was generally regarded as a 

concession to prejudice. This weak aspect of the Cartesian 

system was developed, by his scholastically minded 

disciples, notably Malebranche, as the starting point of 

modern Idealism. 

The fact that he withheld the publication of the work setting 

forth his scientific views creates the impression that 

Descartes did desire to avoid martyrdom, and that desire 

induced him to introduce superfluities and irrelevancies in 

his metaphysics, which destroyed the coherence and 

harmony of his entire system. Having started as a scientist, 

he completed the work of his predecessors, and logically 

established a mechanistic cosmology, which was the sine 

qua -non for dealing the coup de grace to decrepit 

theology. His first important book, the World, contained his 

scientific views. But he withheld its publication when the 

news of Galileo's tragic fate reached him. This important 

fact is recorded in his letter to Mersenne, who was to have 

arranged for the publication of the book in Paris. Portions 

of that first work were posthumously published. But its full 

implications and significance were brought out by De la 

Mettrie in his notorious book, Man—A Machine. A 

Cartesian of the materialist school, De La Mettrie freely 

acknowledged his indebtedness to the master, and made the 

cynical remark “that the wily 

ment of science and philosophy that the place thus 

reluctantly admitted to mind was pitifully meagre.” (E. A. 

Burtt, The Metaphysical foundations of Modern Science).  

23
 Principles. 
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philosopher, purely for the sake of the parsons, has patched 

on to his theory a soul which is in reality superfluous.” 

One may not share De la Mettrie's cynicism; but the fact is 

that even the Principles of Philosophy, published after 

Descartes had won the reputation of a rationalist 

metaphysi-.cian, was prefaced with a cautious declaration. 

The world was created by God in all its perfections. “But 

yet, as it is test, if we wish to understand the nature of 

plants or of men, to consider how they may by degrees 

proceed from seeds, rather than how they were created by 

God in the beginning of the world, so, if we can excogitate 

some extremely simple and comprehensible principles, out 

of which, as if they were seeds, we can prove that stars and 

the earth and all this visible scene could have originated, 

although we know fully well that they never did originate 

in such a way, we shall in that way expound their nature far 

better than if we merely described them as they exist at 

present.” The caution with which the enigmatic declaration 

begins is thrown to the winds before it is concluded. Firstly, 

science is not concerned with the vain and sterile search for 

a transcendental teleological final cause; secondly, at the 

same time, it is not enough for science only to describe 

phenomena; it must trace their cause in nature; and thirdly, 

science must have a metaphysical foundation so as to be 

universal and to support a philosophy conceived as the 

universal science. 

Descartes' cautious statement in the preface of the 

Principles was further counter-acted by a categorical 

declaration in the text of the book itself: “It is impossible 

for us to know God's purpose.” And on another occasion 

he remarked:  “Give me matter and motion, and I will 

construct the Universe.” In his cosmology, matter and 

motion are given. What God could do with them, can be 

done also by a man. 

What is the use of having such a God, no more powerful 
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than the mortal man? When the utterly unnecessary 

introduction of God, whatever might have been his reason 

to do so, is set aside, Descartes' metaphysics turns out to be 

a discovery of the rational foundation of the objective 

physical Universe. 

Plato was the first to attempt such a metaphysics. la the 

meantime, the concept of reason was taken over by 

scholastic theology, and the rationalist metaphysics became 

rationalisation of theology. Reason had to be rehabilitated, 

humanised, so to say, before a rationalist metaphysics could 

be constructed without prejudicing the objective reality of 

the physical world. In the time of Descartes, that could not 

as yet be done empirically; therefore, he did it theoretically, 

with the aid of mathematics. During the following 

centuries, science made much progress in the direction of 

de-mystifying the concept of reason, and placing it in the 

context of the scheme of the physical Universe. It was 

discovered empirically that human reason is a continuation 

of reason in nature; that it represents the operation of the 

Natural Law on the highest level of the biological world \ 

that the origin of human rationality can be traced to the 

rational foundation of the objective physical world. This 

has now become such a generally admitted article of 

scientific faith that a front rank philosophically sceptic 

physicist of our time is compelled to concede that “light 

may perhaps be thrown upon this darkness (the 

epistemological confusion created by a tendencious 

philosophical interpretation of the twentieth century 

physical theories) when we consider that not only is our 

reason a part of nature, but that nature must also in some 

way be concerned with reason.”
24

 

While heralding a new era of the spiritual development of 

man, Descartes at the same time lived in a period of 

transition. Therefore, his philosophy jis a whole contained 

two distinct tendencies which often got mixed up. Yet, the 

24
 J. Winternitz, The Theory of Relativity and Epistemology. 
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.-subsequent development of the two tendencies can be 

roughly traced in the history of philosophy of the 

eighteenth ,and nineteenth centuries. The naturalist 

humanist scientific tendency again, for a time, bifurcated in 

two directions: (1) The French Enlightenment, and (2) 

German romanticism of Herder, Goethe, Schiller etc., 

through Spinoza. Rousseau's romanticism, which 

subsequently inspired the French Revolution, also resulted 

from the Cartesian humanist rationalism. The metaphysical 

tendency of Descartes' philosophy, his dualism, having 

passed through various stages of a not consistent uniform 

development, culminated in the monistic Idealism of Hegel. 

Thus, it is no exaggeration to say that Descartes' ideas, 

directly or indirectly, influenced all the currents of modern 

philosophical thought until the “baffling problem of 

psycho-physical parallelism was solved” by the logical 

unfolding of his original ideas. 

“After all, the metaphysical theology of Descartes, however 

essential in his own eyes, serves chiefly as the ground for 

constructing his theory of man and of the Universe. His 

fundamental hypothesis relegates to God all forces in their 

ultimate origin. Hence the world is left open for the free 

play of mechanics and geometry. He starts with the clear 

and distinct idea of extension, figured and moved, and 

thence by mathematical laws he gives a hypothetical 

explanation of all things. Such explanation of physical 

phenomena is the main problem of Descartes, and it goes 

on encroaching upon the territories once supposed proper to 

the mind. Descartes began with the certainty that we are 

thinking beings; that region remains untouched; but up to 

its very borders, the mechanical explanation of nature 

reigns unchecked.”
25

 

Descartes' differentiation between men and animals was 

indeed arbitrary. Not only all animals other than man are 

automata; as a biological organism, man also is a machine 

25
 Encyclopedia Britannica, 13th Edition. 
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as De la Mettrie deduced from Descartes' view that there is 

no distinction between organic and inorganic nature. “It 

was due to Descartes that all the functions as well of 

intellectual as of physical life were finally regarded as 

products of mechanical changes.”
20

 Yet, he stuck to the 

idea o£ soul. At the same time, he hailed Harvey's 

discovery of the circulation of the blood even when it was 

generally deprecated. Harvey's discovery exploded the 

notion of the “vital spirits”, which had dominated 

psychology ever since the days of Aristotle and Galen. 

Having accepted Harvey's revolutionary theory, Descartes 

could still retain the idea of soul only as a make-believe. 

Researches in animal psychology during Descartes' life 

time compelled him to realise that animals are machines, 

yet they think.
27

 Man's supposed superiority disappeared. 

Montaigne, who was dominating, the intellectual life of the 

time, clinched the issue by declaring in his 

characteristically paradoxical style, that animals displayed 

as much, and often more, reason than man. Even the 

qualified Cartesian concept of a “rational soul”, therefore, 

became untenable. Animals can not only think, but are 

rational also. If they are biological machines, what is there 

in man to claim for him a higher status? 

Descartes wanted to free human spirit from the sacrosanct 

bondage of traditional notions, and place man at the centre 

of the Universe. With that purpose, he endowed man with 

souls, which guaranteed his exalted position by anchoring 

it to the rational foundation of the objective Universe. 

When it was discovered that human reason was empirically 

connected with the rational scheme of nature, the 

imaginary anchorage was no longer necessary. Man 

occupies the centre 

26
 Lange, History of Materialism. 

27
 “The sharp line Descartes tried to draw between the 

body and soul explains his doctrine of animals. Thought, 

he contended, is the essence of soul, and all that is not 

thought (as life and sensibility) is of the body. In denying 

that brutes had souls, he denied them the power of 

thought.” (Lecky, The Rise of Rationalism). 
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of the world as the highest product of the rational process 

of becoming. 

* * * * 

Another current of thought contributing to the rise of 

modern philosophy originated with Francis Bacon, an elder 

contemporary of Descartes. Both took up a critical attitude 

to scholastic philosophy; an all-round scepticism was their 

common point of departure. But there the similarity ends. 

In expounding their ideas, they adopted entirely different 

methods, which ultimately produced the self-same result—

a philosophy for the modern man. Descartes' mathematical 

rationalism relied entirely on deducing knowledge from 

self-consciousness, which alone stood the test of his 

scepticism. Bacon, on the contrary, was the prophet of 

empiricism, which contributed perhaps more to the 

development of modern philosophy than abstract 

rationalism. In any case, the inductive method became the 

instrument of natural science, the great achievements of 

which bore out Bacon's contention that truth will be 

discovered only with the help of external experience. 

“Through all these ages, the smallest part of human 

industry has been spent upon natural philosophy, though 

this ought to be esteemed as the great mother of the 

sciences. Let none expect any great promotion of the 

sciences unless natural philosophy be drawn out to 

particular sciences; and again, unless particular sciences 

brought back to natural philosophy.”
28

 

It is clear that Bacon's empiricism did not preclude a 

metaphysics. But he insisted upon metaphysics being a 

generalisation of the positive knowledge of nature 

acquired empirically. He was against pure speculation. 

Referring to the vagueness of earlier Naturalism, he 

refused to accept the view that it was due to anything in 

nature, and pointed out that “the steadiness and regularity 

of natural phenomena are remarkable; and therefore are 

objects of certain and 

28
 Meditations. 
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precise knowledge.” He therefore came to the conclusion 

that the vagueness of knowledge, or mystic Naturalism, 

was due to “the perverseness and inadequacy of speculative 

thought. Men have sought to make a world from their own 

conception, and to draw from their own minds all the 

materials they employed; but if, instead of doing so, they 

had consulted experience and observation, they would have 

had facts and not opinion, to reason about, and might have 

ultimately arrived at the knowledge of the laws which 

govern the material world.” 

Descartes brought physiology under the jurisdiction of the 

laws of physics; but he stopped there, on the brink of an 

imaginary gulf beyond which he placed the mind and soul 

of man. On this point, his revolt against scholastic 

philosophy amounted to throwing out the baby with the 

bath water. Thomas Aquinas had taken over the essentially 

correct Aristotelian doctrine that life and mind are 

manifestations of an identical thing. In the Thomist 

theology, life became “the breath of God”, and 

consequently, mind also was regarded as an immaterial 

spiritual category—the seat of Reason. The naturalist 

philosophers of the Renaissance wanted to liberate life 

from the tyranny of the supernatural. Theirs however was 

an one-sided revolt, which resulted in the dualism of 

Descartes. Bacon's was a total revolt. He declared:  “I 

propose to establish progressive stages of certainty. The 

evidence of sense, helped and guarded by a certain process 

of correction, I retain, but the mental operation which 

follows the acts of sense, I, for the most part, reject, and, 

instead of it, I open and lay out anew a certain path for the 

mind to proceed in, starting directly from the simple 

serisuous perceptions.”
29

 

There is a degree of extravagance of language. Actually, 

Bacon did not propose total rejection of mental operations. 

What he did, was to deny that there was a gulf between 

29
 Meditations. 
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the senses and the mind. He rescued the Aristotelian 

doctrine of the identity of life and mind, which had been 

perverted in the Thomist theology, with the qualification 

that the former was the foundation of mind. The relation 

between psychology and physiology thus discovered 

empirically, the psyche ceases to be a transcendental 

mystic entity. The mind, marooned beyond the imaginary 

gulf which separates it from the world of life, can never be 

informed; “pure reason” can never yield positive 

knowledge. To be informed, mind must come out of the 

ivory tower to receive the sense perceptions as the raw 

material of knowledge. Bacon's empiricism and materialist 

metaphysics indicated the way out of the vicious circle of 

Cartesian dualism. Rationalism informed by empiricism, 

and empiricism corrected by 

informed rationalism, are the components of a true 

philosophy. 

# * * * 

Thomas Hobbes, a disciple of Bacon and a critic of 

Descartes, made a substantial contribution to the 

development of modern philosophy by co-ordinating their 

divergent currents of thought. An uncompromising 

empiricist, he defined philosophy so as to identify it with 

natural science. While touring Europe, early in the 

seventeenth century, Hobbes made the important discovery 

that the scholastic philosophy which he had learned in 

Oxford was discredited in intellectual circles, replaced by 

scientific and critical thought. Vehemently criticising 

Descartes' metaphysics, which he characterised as a relapse 

into scholastic obscurantism, Hobbes, however, did not 

follow Bacon to the extent of rejecting “mental operations 

which follow the acts of sense.” In method, he rather sided 

with Descartes, who, as a scientist, admitted that the real 

demonstrative power of any proposition lies in 

experience.
30

 In other words, Hobbes 

30
 In his earlier works, Descartes himself attached greater 

importance to his physical theories than to his metaphysical 

speculations, claiming objective validity for the former, but 

not for the latter. 
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adopted and developed the Cartesian method of enquiry as 

far as it was scientific. Science is not all empiricism; 

mental operations deprecated by Bacon play a decisive role 

in the process of acquiring knowledge of objective realities. 

The failure to grasp this inter-relation of the subject and 

object gave birth in the past to the dualist fallacy, and has 

been creating imaginary epistemological problems even in 

our time. Yet, that grasp is the essence of scientific method; 

and Descartes was the founder of the scientific method, 

although he himself might not have fully realised the 

implication of his attempt at a harmony of rationalism and 

empiricism. Hobbes detected that intrinsic merit of the 

Cartesian method and improved upon it. He demanded that 

philosophy must be based upon natural reason. Thus, he 

detached rationalism from its traditional metaphysical 

setting, and placed it in the context of the physical nature. 

Though conventionally not counted among great 

philosophers of the rank of Descartes and Spinoza, Hobbes 

was the only thinker of his time to have developed in his 

mind a system of a universal philosophy embracing the 

phenomena of Body (physical nature), Man and State.
31

 

Apparently, metaphysics was excluded from the scheme; 

in reality, that was not so. Only, Hobbes as an empiricist 

felt very strongly against the method of starting with 

metaphysics; but metaphysical questions relevant to 

natural philosophy were treated in his system empirically. 

Scientific enquiry into the worlds of physics and 

psychology opened up an empirical approach to the 

problems of reason, consciousness and morality, 

generally conceived as metaphysical. Hobbes was the har- 

———————————————— 

31
 Even more than external nature, Hobbes was interested 

in the phenomena of social life, presenting themselves so 

impressively in an age of political revolution; he 

attempted a task which no other adherent of the new 

mechanistic philosophy conceived—nothing less than 

such a universal construction of human knowledge as 

would bring society and man (at once the matter and 

maker of society) within the same principles of scientific 

explanation as were found applicable to the world of 

nature. (See Encyclopedia Britannica, 13th Edition). 
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binger of modern psychology, which was developed by the 

Sensationalist Locke and his followers.
32

 When it is 

remembered that, through Condillac, Locke greatly 

influenced the intellectual life of France in the eighteenth 

century, Hobbes' place in the history of philosophy is 

properly appreciated. 

Although he had conceived the scheme of his ail-

embracing philosophy independently, Hobbes came into 

prominence first as a critic of Descartes' quasi scholastic 

metaphysics and absolute dualism. He rejected the doctrine 

of “innate ideas” with the argument which turned the table 

on Descartes: Any activity or change is motion; thinking is 

a form of activity; therefore, it is a mode of motion. Mind 

simply is the sum total of one's thinking activities; ergo, it 

is a system of motion in an animal organism. He drove the 

thrust home by asserting that to conceive mind as made of 

a substance fundamentally different from the corporeal 

substance was a relic of scholastic occultism. He carried 

the crusade against dualism further and attacked 

metaphysical rationalism by including reason in the mental 

process. 

This new theory of human mind is set forth in the Treatise 

on Human Nature, wherein human rationality is traced to 

reason in nature. Hobbes thus humanised the concept of 

Natural Law which, having replaced the Providence of 

Christian teleology, threatened to reduce man to an 

automaton. While combatting the quasi scholastic 

metaphysics of Descartes, Hobbes' Treatise on Human 

Nature laid down the foundation of the mathematical 

metaphysics of Newton, known as the Natural Philosophy 

which guided the intel- 

32
 “He was not able to develop a psychology in terms of 

mathematical atoms, but he strayed no farther from this 

method than was necessary; he described the mind as a 

compound of the elementary parts, produced in the vital 

organs by the clash of inrushing and outpushing motions, 

and combined according to simple laws of association. 

Purpose and reason are admitted, but they appear not as 

ultimate principles of explanation, which had been their 

significance for the scholastic psychologists; they represent 

merely a certain type of phantasm or group of phantasms 

within the total compound. This treatment set the fashion 

for almost the whole modern development of psychology. 

Locke, the next great psychologist, followed 
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Jectual life of Europe during the two hundred years of great 

scientific achievements and material progress. In the realm 

of natural science, Hobbes' empiricism was more in tune 

with the general intellectual atmosphere of the time; he did 

not say actually anything more than Galileo. But his 

psychology provoked a fierce storm of opposition, which 

was further inflamed by his apparently cynical social 

doctrines. Truth however tells; and in the seventeenth 

century, the European intellect was passionately in search 

of truth. Therefore, before long, the very opposition to his 

empirical analysis of mind and reason led to a serious 

enquiry into the question of the natural springs and rational 

ground of human action. Sensationalist psychology ushered 

in a period of ethical speculation, which had been an 

abeyance since the days of Socrates and the Stoics. At the 

same time, the new philosophy as expounded by Bacon, 

Hobbes and the materialist wing of the Cartesian school 

tended to disown the spirit of the Renaissance. Had man 

revolted against God to be a slave of nature? Rousseau's 

romanticism replied passionately in the negative. 

* * * * 

Though only quasi materialist, sensationalism was also a 

reaction to metaphysical rationalism. Reason could not 

claim to be the source of the knowledge of absolute truth 

without restoring God, who was to be deposed by 

rationalism. That was proved by Descartes' relapse into 

theology. Therefore, its pretensions should be curbed. 

Sensationalism undertook the task. Locke argued: Know 

the limits of your -understanding; it is madness to attempt 

to go beyond those limits; on the other hand, it is folly to let 

in darkness and mystery within those limits, to be 

incessantly wondering and always assuming that matters 

can be so plain as they 

Hobbes' method still more explicitly and in greater detail, 

with the result that after him only an occasional idealist 

ventured to write a psychology in terms of different main 

assumptions.” (Burtt, The Metaphysical Foundations of 

Modem Science). 
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appear, and that something lying deeper courts our 

attention.
33

 That is clear enough. The concepts ,of pure 

reason or metaphysical categories are rejected as mere 

assumptions. Locke denied the priority of idea, although he 

stopped short of formally endorsing the out-and-out 

Materialism of Hobbes. The psychological aspect of 

Descartes' philosophy elaborated by Hobbes and Locke 

returned to France to be worked up into a philosophy which 

inspired the great French Revolution. It was a philosophy 

which merged empiricism in a materialist metaphysics, 

reconciled the latter with rationalism detached from 

theology, and proclaimed the sovereignty of man gifted by 

nature with unlimited power. The revolt of man against 

God had not been in vain. The successful rebel against 

super-naturalism was bound to realise that he could 

conquer nature also. Rationalism gave birth to 

romanticism—the philosophy of a time when great 

scientific achievements changed the face of the earth, and 

fired man with hitherto inconceivable revolutionary ideas 

and ideals. 

The purely rationalist (speculative) aspect of Descartes
’ 

philosophy developed in two directions: Neo-scholasticism 

of Malebranche, and the pantheistic ethical universalism of 

Spinoza. Through the latter channel, Cartesian rationalism 

influenced both the main branches of European philosophy-

idealist as well as materialist, and also inspired the belated 

German Renaissance—the romanticism of Herder, Goethe, 

Schiller and others.
34

 

The most fantastic part of Descartes' metaphysics is the 

doctrine of human soul—how it comes in contact with the 

“vital spirits”, and how the interaction between soul and 

33
 Human Understanding. 

34
 Modern philosophy founded by Bacon, Descartes and 

Locke, thus, was not the ideology of the rising bourgeoisie. 

The absurdity of this schematic historicism becomes further 

evident when it is remembered that through Spinoza 

Cartesian Idealism flowed into Hegel's philosophy of 

Prussianism and also fed Marxist Materialism. It is no 

wonder that Mars has been characterised as the “Red 

Prussian.” 
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body takes place. Seated in the pineal gland, the soul can 

alter the direction of the motion of the vital spirits, and 

through them indirectly guide the movements of the body 

without itself being affected by them. The speculative 

structure of Cartesian psychology collapsed when 

physicists discovered that the amount of motion in any 

given direction was also constant, and therefore could not 

be changed. Cartesian dualism became obsolete; the soul 

could not possibly influence corporeal behaviour. It was 

thus a a utterly unnecessary assumption in psychology. 

Both Male-branche and Spinoza discarded the Cartesian 

fantasy, the former maintaining dualism on theological 

grounds of the scholastic tradition, the latter abandoning 

dualism to develop v a monistic philosophy, which could be 

interpreted materialistically as well as pantheistically. 

Like Descartes, Spinoza also proposed to start from clearly 

defined and accurately known principles. His method was 

equally of mathematical reasoning; his whole system was 

cast in a geometrical form—a perfectly logical pattern, an 

ideal creation of pure reason. But Spinoza's first principles 

were not a priori, given in consciousness. They resulted 

from the reason in nature, and could be conceived by 

human intelligence because it was a manifestation of the 

universal rationality. The understanding of any 

phenomenon presupposes understanding of its cause; 

nothing appears except of necessity. The clear ideas of 

Spinoza are not sui generis; they are clear and true, 

because they represent objective reality. Being in harmony 

with reason in nature, human reason is capable of grasping 

the fundamental truths of existence. S'pinoza was a 

rationalist in the sense that his method was deductive. But 

in his system, reason ceases to be a metaphysical category, 

in the transcendental sense; it becomes an ontological 

entity. 

The cardinal principles of Spinoza's philosophy are: (1) 

Unity of all that exists; (2) Regularity of all happiness; 
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and (3) Identity of nature and spirit. The gordian knot of 

dualism is cut by postulating a synthesis which Spinoza 

called God. But in Spinoza's philosophy, God is devoid of 

all the properties of the traditional God. The ambiguity of 

the idea of God in Spinoza's philosophy was demonstrated 

by some condemning him as an atheist and others seeing in 

him the personification of the purest religion. By the 

former he was expelled from the Synagogue, whereas, 

speaking for the German romanticists, Novalis admired 

him as “a god-intoxicated man”. It has been remarked that 

the Jewish rabbis understood Spinoza's philosophy much 

better than his romantic admirers. Spinoza's God is 

identical with the rational Universe,
35

 and as such the ideal 

of human reason. He regarded the scriptures of religion as 

creations of primitive human reason, to be appreciated by 

civilised man as poetry and not as revealed wisdom. He 

backed up his interpretation of the scriptures by pointing 

out the fact that the traditional view was confronted with 

the irreconcilable conflict with science. His contention was 

that all the centuries long attempt to establish harmony 

between rational knowledge and revealed wisdom was 

futile. Thus, the significance of Spinoza's philosophy was 

that it proclaimed the independence of human reason. 

The synthesis is the one primal principle, extension and 

thought being its two eternal and infinite attributes; and 

together they constitute its essence. Spinoza goes a step 

further, because the dualist fallacy is not resolved by the 

synthesis; the final state of simplicity is not yet reached; the 

synthesis is a composite entity. Extension is the basic 

existence, out of which arise the duplicate manifestations— 

of matter and mind. Creation is not calling into existence 

that which had no being out of that which also has no 

being. Nor is it an inexplicable conjunction of two things 

existing 

33
 Einstein has also been called a religious mystic because 

of his poetic attitude to nature, very much similar to 

Spinoza's. 
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independent of each other, namely, mind and matter. These 

arguments flow from the axiom:  “No two things can 

influence and affect each other which have not some 

property in common.” If creation resulted from the spirit 

acting upon matter, there must be something common in 

them; they must be essentially the same. Thus, Spinoza 

reaches the unitary concept of substance. 

Creation is the outflowing of primal energy; it is activity 

necessary to a self-caused and self-causing existence. 

Everything is a form of Substance. The corollary to this 

cosmological conception is the abolition of the Cartesian 

psycho-physical parallelism in man. Spinoza maintains that 

body and soul (matter and spirit) are both real. They are 

not independent entities, but correlative attributes, which 

constitute the Substance. God and Nature, mind and 

matter, soul and body, can all be traced to a common 

denominator— a simple, primal Substance. That supreme 

principle cannot be the Absolute Spirit; because, then, 

there could be no creation. Therefore, it could only be a 

substance having extension, the property of motion being 

inherent in it. It is a material substance capable of 

developing mind. 

Not only were cosmology and metaphysics freed from, the 

problem of dualism, which logically merged philosophy 

into a mystic theology, if not a fundamentalist religion. 

With the disappearance of the psycho-physical parallelism 

in man, his relation with nature was clearly traced. Man's 

body and mind (soul) are respectively con-substantial with 

the infinite attributes of Nature—extension and motion. 

Man as a whole, his body and mind, is a part of nature, the 

essence of which is the simple primal unitary Substance. 

Nothing super-natural intervenes in the rise of man out of 

the background of physical nature, just as cosmic creations 

need no divine creativeness. A part of nature, man's being 

and becoming are governed by the Natural Law. But just as 

the operation of the law in external nature can be 

mathematically 
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traced, the physiology and psychology of man, being 

subject also to the same law, are equally amenable to a 

similar treatment. Man's inner life is thus divested of all 

mysteries. A clear view of man's relation with nature 

helped the understanding of man, and the understanding 

further clarified the relation between man and nature. 

Spinoza's philosophy is rigorously determinist, as any non-

metaphysical naturalism should be. Having explored the 

ideological view of nature, it freed man from the whims of 

an inscrutable Providence. But man is a part of nature, and 

there is no purpose in or will behind the scheme of nature. 

Does not the corollary rob man also of purposefulness and 

will? As a matter of fact, Spinoza accepted Hobbes' view of 

social evolution in which man is reduced to an automaton. 

Man is deprived of an independent individuality. Human 

being is a mere mode of the Infinite Existence—a bubble in 

the eternally flowing stream. The disappearance of a 

responsible personality renders all set codes of morality 

pointless. All independence is dissolved by the acid of a 

stern causality
36

. There is none even for God, who is 

without intelligence and will. So, there can be no cosmic 

purpose or Divine Will. The concept of a free will in man is 

founded on the assumption of a universal will. Spinoza thus 

rejects the Christian idea of free will—the freedom to 

commit sin, or the will which is believed to be an echo of 

the Divine Will of teleology. That was not a charter of 

freedom but a voluntary bondage. Human will is desire, 

and every act of desire has a cause; therefore, no human act 

is the result of free will in the sense of not having a cause. 

If an absolute, undetermined, will is abstracted from the 

various particular acts of desire, then the concept of free 

will is entirely imaginary, 

36
 Hejrel seized upon this half-truth, and on that basis set 

up the preposterous doctrine that freedom is the realisation 

of necessity. Marx applied the Hegelian interpretation of a 

metaphysical half-truth of Spinoza to the process of social 

evolution, and expounded his Historical Determinism, 

according to which moral cynicism is a revolutionary 

virtue. 

13 
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removed from all reality; just as a stone falling through the 

air may imagine, if it could, that it is doing so out of free 

will. 

Spinoza's determinism thus is far from being fatalistic. The 

objections to teleological predestination are not valid 

against rational and scientific determinism. The former 

fixes the end of existence independently of nature. Rational 

determinism is naturalistic; the ends of man's life are 

consonant with his nature, and therefore determined by it. 

Man's intelligence, desire, will, are in his nature. Natural 

determinism, as distinct from teleological predetermination, 

therefore, includes the operation of will as well as the other 

faculties of man. Spinoza repeatedly points out that, sines 

the ends of human existence are the ends of its nature, man 

is free. In that sense, determinism is self-determination. 

Man is in bondage to the extent that his life is determined 

by external causes; he is free to the extent that his life is 

self-determined. 

Spinoza's Ethics, which is the most significant part of his 

philosophy, is based upon the harmony of the concepts of 

necessity and freedom. “All things whereof a man is the 

efficient cause are necessarily good; no evil can befall a 

man except through external causes.” Morality is 

volitional; in ethics, freedom of will is unrestricted, and it 

is there that freedom really counts. At the same time, 

Spinoza traces the roots of morality to the determined 

processes of the operation of biological faculties. The 

instinct of self-preservation governs all human behaviour. 

“No virtue can be conceived as prior to this endeavour to 

preserve our own being,” Spinoza thus laid the stable 

foundation of a secular ethics by tracing the roots of 

morality in the evolutionary process. But his doctrine was 

subjected to an utilitarian interpretation, which discredited 

the very idea of a secular morality. Ethical relativity of the 

Utilitarians became moral nihilism in the materialist 

philosophy of Marx. Meanwhile, the 
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humanist ethics of Spinoza inspired the romantic revolt 

(German Renaissance) against the rationalised Materialism 

of modern philosophy. 

All the great spiritual leaders of Germany in the eighteenth 

century—Herder, Lessing, Goethe, Schiller—were 

followers of Spinoza. Had Spinoza's philosophy really 

reduced man to an automaton, it could not be so 

enthusiastically welcomed by those great individualists. 

They felt that naturalist romanticism was threatening the 

sovereignty of man proclaimed by the Renaissance. 

Nevertheless, great humanists themselves, they could not 

disown the revolutionary achievements of man in the field 

of natural science. Goethe himself had contributed much to 

those achievements. Therefore, philosophically, they were 

all more or less inclined towards Materialism. Yet, they 

wanted a “living religion” to satisfy man's emotions. 

Spinoza's “Synthesis” provided them with a God who did 

not interfere in human affairs. The pantheistic interpretation 

of Spinoza's “Soulful Substance” was fully developed in 

the poetry of Goethe and Schiller. The intellectual life of 

Europe appeared to be involved in a new internal conflict—

between the French Enlightenment and the German 

Renaissance. The former constructed a thorough-going 

materialist philosophy on the basis of Cartesian cosmology, 

and Spinoza's monism. It was set forth brilliantly in 

Holbach's System of Nature, which represented the 

eighteenth century high-water mark of modern philosophy. 

But at the same time, it provoked Goethe, a classical man 

of the Renaissance, to exclaim:  

“If after all this book did us any harm, it was that we took 

a hearty dislike for philosophy and particularly 

metaphvsics; on the other hand, we threw ourselves into 

living knowledge—experience, action and poetry.” 

That was the spirit of romanticism, which grew not in 

opposition to rationalism, but because of it. The bible of 

rationalist naturalism did no harm; it only forced the 
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German Renaissance to cast off its classicist tendency, and 

assert with a poetic passion man's creativeness in all the 

departments of life—science, society and culture. The 

“living knowledge” advocated by Goethe destroyed 

whatever was still left of religion in Germany; Spinoza's 

philosophy survived the attack of the scientific theology of 

Leibniz. The cardinal principle of the “living knowledge” 

was rejection of the scholastic dogma resurrected by 

Leibniz, that “matter cannot think”. Kant dealt the final 

blow to theology and scholastic metaphysics. Goethe called 

for a complete break with the habit of looking back for 

inspiration by making Mephis to preach: “Everything has 

worth because it disappears.” 

The trail of scientific Humanism blazed by Spinoza with 

the torch of modern philosophy lighted by Bacon, Hobbes 

and Descartes, was not to be lost in his own pantheism, nor 

in the quicksand of transcendental Idealism (Leibniz, Kant, 

Fichte, Schelling). It broadened, to strike out in three 

directions: (1) Classicist Romanticism of the German 

Renaissance; (2) French Enlightenment; and (3) Dialectic 

Materialism of Marx through Hegel and Feuerbach. 

Modern philosophy is the ideology of no particular class; it 

is a human creation and therefore a human heritage. 
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THE NEW SCIENCE 

THE hope of salvation by the Grace of God of Christianity 

helped the Graeco-Roman world survive the breakdown of 

the pagan civilisation. The new religion further reassured 

that, pending ultimate redemption, man's soul, even during 

its sojourn in this world, was constantly in the keeping of 

the benevolent Father in Heaven. With the spread of 

Christianity, the belief in man's relation with God became 

the sheet-anchor of the cultural life of Europe. The 

Christian faith largely outgrew its original pessimism, when 

the end of the world predicted in the Bible did not come at 

the appointed time. Europe came out of the dark ages with 

an optimistic view of life derived from the faith in man's 

living relation with God. The Kingdom of Heaven did not 

come, according to the original faith, because it is in every 

Christian who through prayer realises his relation with God 

at every moment of his life. Imperceptibly, the conception 

of God changed; the corollary was the mysticism of 

scholastic theology as against the anthropomorphism of the 

patristic age. 

But the logic of human thought does not always obey the 

dictates of faith, however much rationalised or mystified 

may the latter be. Rationalisation of the scholastic theology 

undermined the fundamentalist faith of the full-blooded 

Christianity, and thus proved to be the solvent of super-

naturalism, the corner-stone of the entire structure of the 

religious mode of thought. Absolved from the original sin 

of natural ignorance, human reason outgrew the limitations 

of its primitive manifestation (religion), and reasserted 

itself in the rebirth of science and philosophy. 

In consequence of the struggle of several hundred years, 
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the intellectual life of Europe succeeded in casting off the 

illusion of man's relation with God. Naturalism replaced 

super-naturalism as the fundamental principle of 

metaphysical speculation. Nature having taken the place of 

Godr intellectual efforts to penetrate her secrets deposed 

theology from the proud position of the supreme science 

which it had occupied for a whole age. Metaphysical 

thought reared on the basis of an expanding knowledge of 

nature resulted in the elaboration of a natural philosophy 

indicating a promising approach to the problem which 

confronted European-intellect on the threshold of the 

modern time, namely, the problem of man's being and 

becoming in the context of the-physical world. And there 

was an allied problem, that of discovering the principle 

which regulates the relation of man-to man—the problem 

of man's being and becoming in the' context of the social 

world. How did the Natural Law operate so as to provide 

sanction for secular authority? In the last analysis, they 

were not two problems, but two aspects of the self-same 

problem—of man's being and becoming free from the 

illusion of his relation with God. Natural philosophy must 

be supplemented by a social philosophy, both co-ordinated 

and harmonised in a system of thought trying to understand 

and explain existence as a whole. 

Man's vision and imagination liberated from the tyranny of 

theology and the prejudices of super-naturalism, there-was 

an exuberance of intellectual efforts. The new philosophy 

flourished in various systems built by individual thinkers 

of genius—Descartes, Spinoza, Leibniz, to mention only 

the most outstanding. Individualism asserted itself first in 

the field of philosophical thought. 

Geometrical precision and mathematical reasoning 

guarded the new systems of universal philosophy against 

the possibility of truth being obscured by superfluous 

assumptions and irrelevant considerations. But they 

committed the 
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common error of ignoring factors which defied 

measurement by the geometrical yardstick, nor could be 

covered by mathematical equations. Those were human 

factors constituting the warp and woof of society; and no 

social philosophy was possible except on the basis of an 

understanding of the mechanics and dynamics of human 

relations—of psychology and anthropology. 

Descartes tried to establish a relation between physics and 

psychology. His was an effort to interpret physiological 

processes in terms of analytical geometry. Eventually, upon 

the attainment of more accurate knowledge about the vital 

processes, that method, divested of its naivity, might be 

fruitful as far as it went. But by its very nature, it could not 

be applied to mind proper, to the opertion of thoughts and 

emotions. The laws of physics stated in terms of analytical 

geometry could not be applied to the metaphysics of 

psychology. Psycho-physical parallelism resulted from that 

failure. Until natural philosophy was freed from the fallacy 

of Cartesian dualism, its validity for living nature, and 

particularly for human relations, remained doubtful. Sheer 

dogmatism was the only way out of the impasse. 

Mathematics placed natural philosophy on a sound 

foundation; but the exponents of naturalism failed to realise 

that, as a science of numbers, a method of stating 

propositions quantitatively, mathematics had obvious 

limitations. Descartes' distinction between the primary and 

secondary qualities 'was a bit of sophistry which glossed 

over the truth that certain aspects of the obiective reality 

could not be described in numerical terms. But for that 

reason they were not secondary; they belonged as much to 

the primal substance as the primary qualities. Subsequent 

development of physics, however, did bring some of the 

secondary qualities of matter within the scope of 

mathematical treatment. But a residue remained to make 

manifest the truth that mathematics is not omniscient. 
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In the first place, mathematics itself had to keep pace with 

the penetration of man's mind into the deeper secrets of 

nature. Secondly, in the process of that growth, 

mathematics reaches a point where it merges itself in logic; 

then, the degree of accuracy and exactitude demanded by it 

is no longer to be measured numerically, but by logical 

consistency; symbols of mathematical logic do not 

necessarily have any quantitative value. In the seventeenth 

century, and for a considerable time to come, mathematics 

had not yet reached that level of a method of abstract 

reasoning. It was still a science of numbers, and as such 

could not be the instrument for describing all the aspects of 

existence. Consequently, the natural philosophy of that 

time did not necessarily embrace the whole of nature. A 

different approach had to be found to the problems of 

human relations. A new science had still to be born; and the 

genius of man ushering in a new phase of human 

development proved equal to the task. 

The Aristotelian concept of “natural justice” being ideally 

valid under all circumstances as the guiding principle of a 

harmonious social existence, provided the point of 

departure of the enquiry into the anatomy and physiology 

of social relations as well as their genesis. Bodin's Republic 

was the first significant attempt; it was the most systematic 

and complete treatise on politics composed after Aristotle. 

The City of God was a milestone on the long dreary way, 

because its author was a learned pagan before he became a 

devout Christian. But it lost its force when the 

fundamentalist religion with its faith in an anthropomorphic 

God gave way to theology. Thomas Aquinas' religious 

philo-sonhy was an all-embracing system, but in it the 

problem of human relations was simply non-existent, they 

being pre-detprmined by teleological rationalism. 

Nevertheless, the ancient notion of natural justice was 

retained in the tradition of the Roman Law, which shared 

with the Cannon 
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Law of the Church the governance of mediaeval society. 

On the authority of that tradition, Renaissance jurists 

revived the twin concept of “natural right”, which 

constituted the foundation of the political thought at the 

close of the Middle-Ages. The formative process 

culminated In the crystallisation of a set of principles of 

political government and civil jurisprudence derived from 

the metaphysical concept of Natural Law. 

In the transition period, thinking was necessarily confused 

by convention, prejudice and fear of orthodoxy. The search 

for a secular authority was obsessed with conventional 

notions. Grotius was the first to set aside the scriptural 

authority and go outside the jurisdiction of the Church in 

search of a principle of civil rights and a legal basis of 

society and government. Yet, the distinction between 

religion, on the one hand, and law and public morality, on 

the other, was not quite clear in his epoch-making work. 

Nevertheless, he did enunciate propositions which implied 

the distinction, to be more clearly grasped by other thinkers 

who followed him. The law of nature is immutable; God 

himself cannot alter it any more than he can alter a 

mathematical axiom. The law is embedded in the nature of 

man as a social being; therefore, it would be valid in the 

government of the world according to natural justice, even 

if there was no God or God did not look after the well-

being of his creation. 

That was clear enough. But there still remained the 

question: How did Natural Law operate through men so as 

to bring them together in a social organisation and 

thereafter to provide sanction for a secular authority. The 

question was about the origin of society and State. The 

autonomy of a secular authority conld not be established 

conclusivelv, its sanction could not be humanised, unless it 

was proved that society originated in human action. The 

required formulation of sound principles for a harmonious 

regulation of human relations and an equitable political 
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